i q CLEAN k | 
SLATE 


Aleksandr 
Voinoy 
barbara 
Sheridan 





ieman 
SLATE 


Aleksandr 
Voinov 
barbara 
Sheridan 





Clean Slate | Aleksandr Voinov and Barbara Sheridan 
2 


Chapter 1 


CHRIS GIBSON finished cleaning the sniper rifle and 
reassembled it, fingers finding grooves on their own accord, 
metal and carbon pieces slotting so neatly together he 
imagined it was an organic entity, muscles and tendons 
more than parts of a weapon. 

John had his legs propped up on the living room table, 

but Chris spotted the tension in his British teammate’s face 
and hands, despite his best attempt to assume that level 
Asian mask that only half-worked on this half-breed. Seeing 
that Chris gazed over, he tried to make the cell in his hand 
vanish. But sleight-of-hand wasn’t John’s strong suit. 

“Did he text you again?” Chris asked, wiping the rifle 

down with a rag. 

“Yeah, he did.” 

“And you gave him your work contacts?” 

John looked up, looking wounded. “We were going 

steady for more than three years, Chris. Sorry. But | did love 
that guy.” 

Chris arched an eyebrow and put the weapon down. 


Making a move on his heartsore teammate might be a 


terrible idea, but he liked John especially because he was 
fairly emotional. Chris sometimes called him his “sane part,” 


but, of course, that was a simplification and an 
exaggeration. 


It did take a crazy motherfucker to work for GORGON. Now 
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that John’s boyfriend was out of the picture, maybe 
something would happen. Wasn’t that the best way to mend 
a broken heart? 

Chris wrapped up the rifle, placed it in a sports bag, 

and added a couple magazines. Five rounds should be 
enough for everybody, but still. 

“Okay. You ready to kill that motherfucker?” Chris 

asked, grabbing his bag. 

THEY drove up the hill, silent for the most part. Idle chatter 


or listening to music might break concentration, even 
though 


John couldn’t quite suppress the memories. Three and a half 
years gone, just like that. He hadn’t been an easy partner to 


live with, and Wayne had assumed John fucked around with 


other guys during all the traveling he was doing because of 


the job. How ironic. The missions made him feel more 
lonely, 


if anything, and while a domestic life was difficult to 


maintain, he’d bent over backwards to at least give it a 
shot. 


GORGON discouraged relationships for exactly that 

reason. Deep undercover usually meant they matched him 
up with somebody who could act as if he or she was a 
partner. Every now and then, GORGON teammates even 
married—proof that whoever put teammates together could 
have had a career as a real matchmaker. In this case, he 
wondered if they hadn’t teamed him up with Chris the 
Manslut so he'd slow the rate at which Chris went through 
his many affairs. Fat chance. He’d never doubt Chris’s 
professional integrity, and he’d trust him with his life, but in 
terms of a personal life, John couldn’t get his head around 
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Chris’s voracious appetite for more-or-less anonymous Sex. 


Exchanging phone numbers in the morning didn’t make it 


non-anonymous in John’s book. Somebody at GORGON 
must be laughing their head off at this team-up. 

He pulled the pistol from its holster and checked it 

again. He’d act as Chris’s spotter for the hit, meaning he’d 
protect him close range and watch to see if the target went 
down. Chris was by far the better marksman, so that made 
sense. 

Chris pulled into a parking space halfway up the hill, 


then grabbed his bag. They left the car behind, moving 
uphill 


well off the riding trail. Despite the shade of the pine forest, 
it was warm and the breeze from the Mediterranean died in 
the thick vegetation before it could bring relief. 

John cursed himself for deciding to wear the dark blazer 

to cover the holster under his arm. But they had decided to 
do the hit during the day rather than at night, because 
daytime was the only time when their mark was actually at 
home and vulnerable. 

Finally, they got to the private access road leading up to 


the lodge. Chris took position on a rock overlooking the 


crossing; John settled down too. Their mark’s red Maserati 
GranTurismo had to slow down before getting on the main 
road due to the potholes. If he didn’t want to fuck up the 
car’s axles, he had to slow down to a crawl here, and that 
would give them plenty of time to blow his brains out. 

It shouldn’t take longer than an hour. 
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NO SPORTS car. Chris gritted his teeth, but damn, two hours 
was nothing if he was waiting for his shot. He should be able 
to wait like this for a few more hours, or, if the mark didn’t 
show up soon, change positions with John. Getting the mark 
was more important than the boredom or even the fucking 


mosquitoes that had heard the rumor they were the 
featured 


item at the daily buffet. 

As he was about to swat one of those bloodthirsty 

bitches on his knuckles, a car engine howled, but it came 
from the wrong direction. A black Jeep Cherokee barreled up 


the road and turned into the private street, easily bouncing 


over the potholes. Oh, the mark had visitors. 

John tapped him on the thigh. “Shit, that’s wrong.” 
“What?” 

“Those guys were armed to the teeth.” John was about 

to break cover, but Chris had his hands full and couldn’t 
press him down. “Maybe they are....” 

“Hmm, possibly. Not a bad solution, actually.” 

“If it is a solution.” John shook his head. “Let’s go.” 

“Not yet. Give them five minutes to fight it out.” 

They waited, breathless, and Chris wished he’d brought 
some body armor. Damn them for keeping this low-key. He 
half-expected their mark to try and make a run for it, which 


would mean they could pull off the hit as planned, but as 
the 


time passed, he had to admit it was not the likeliest 
scenario. 


Then an explosion, like from a hand grenade. They looked at 
each other, and John clearly thought the same thing he did. 
“Fuck this, let’s go,” John said. 

They gathered their gear and carefully followed along 


the road. 
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Where the Jeep had crashed through the entrance, two 
guards were perforated and very clearly dead. Uzi, Chris 
reckoned. Nice work. 

“Shit. That’s messy,” John muttered with more distaste 
than a man of his profession should have. 

“Clearly meant to send a message,” Chris murmured, 
breaking into a jog. The grounds surrounding the opulent 
lodge were well-kept: park-like, while still providing plenty of 
cover. Up this close, they couldn’t hear gun shots, so either 
people were doing the dirty work with suppressors or the 
fight was over. Chris knew which one he preferred. He slung 
the sniper rifle on his back and pulled his Beretta as they 
advanced on the house. 

The door had been ripped out with an explosive charge. 
Half the front was missing, opening the view to a generous 
wood-paneled hall that took most of the lower floor and two 
dead men; their ski masks marked them as attackers. 


Another dead man, half his face torn off, most likely a 


bodyguard. 
They moved forward. Still two shooters unaccounted for, 
plus their mark. Stairs suspended in the middle of the house 


led to a second level. Another corpse on the way up: 
attacker 


number three. Further up, a bedroom with a large bathroom. 
In the bath, spread out over the tiles, the body of a young 
dark-haired woman, naked and very beautiful, limbs angled 
uncomfortably. Chris paused for a moment, noticing faint 
Surgery scars under her too perfect, large breasts before he 
turned around. 

A final gunman lay sprawled near the bed, shot twice, in 
throat and chest, at short range. Crumpled behind the bed, 
their mark, Andrei Voronin, naked and covered in blood. His 
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left wrist was broken, a shard of bone poking angrily through 
the skin. 

John moved to crouch near the body. 


“He’s bought it,” Chris told him. “And the hooker too.” 


Chris patted his teammate on the shoulder. “Looks like our 
work here is done.” He’d already stepped away when John’s 
voice made him stop. 

“He’s alive.” 

“Not for long. He took it in the head.” Chris turned and 

lined up the gun. Chest, throat, face should do it. No need to 
make the man suffer. “l'Il just finish him.” 

John stepped into his way. “He’s alive. We need to get 

him out of here. Stat.” 

“We're here to kill him, John. What the fuck are you 
thinking?” 

“They said neutralize,” John reminded him in that 

prissy don’t even think of fucking with me tone. “But if you 
feel better about it, l'Il call in.” 

“A couple bullets is a good way to accomplish that,” 

Chris groused while John pulled out the phone and pressed 
fast dial. A warning glance told him not to shoot the mark 
before John stepped to the side. It did give Chris a few 
moments to study the mark’s body, all toned like that of a 


habitual runner, his light eyes staring into nothing while the 


brain connected to those eyes was likely dribbling out of the 
temple wound. Three-day stubble, blond hair wet and 
shoulder-length. Nice-sized cock. If the man was a grower, 
that hooker had at least gone out with a smile. 

John pocketed the phone. “They say ‘deal with it’.” 
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“Carte blanche, aka ‘fuck if we care’,” Chris translated. 

No fucking wonder. GORGON trusted its agents on the 
ground to make judgment calls. Still, they’d agreed and 


planned to kill Andrei. Pulling a 180-degree turn out of 


nowhere was just fucking irritating, especially since they 
had 


no planning in place to accommodate that. 

“Let’s get a move on before somebody shows up. He 
needs a hospital, and fast.” 

“Here’s goodbye to going to that casino after the job.” 

The expression on John’s face showed him there was no 
point in arguing. “You’re an asshole,” Chris mumbled as he 


helped his partner wrap Voronin in the least bloody sheet 


and hustle him outside. 

“Fucking stupid idea, Johnny,” Chris reminded him 

multiple times as they picked the least unobtrusive route 
back to their vehicle. “And we’re going to explain this to the 
hospital staff how?” 

They got Voronin safely into the back seat. “I'll figure it 

out on the way, now move!” 

True to his word, John had all the bases covered by the 

time they reached the nearest hospital. 

Chris’s hope the mark would die on the way proved 

wrong. It was just a ten-minute drive—everything in Monaco 
was close—and John alerted the hospital by cell phone, so 
nurses were waiting with a gurney when they pulled into the 


parking lot. A whole flock of doctors and nurses came to 
take 


the patient in, and John told them some bullshit story about 
having found him out in the forest, giving directions that 
were close enough to the real place. 
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Damn, the boy was slick. It was one of the things Chris 

had always found attractive about him: he could bullshit his 
way into or out of anything. No wonder GORGON had 
recruited him. 

When John sat down in the car again, Chris regarded 

him and his bloodied jacket. He looked agitated, flushed, but 
the sexiness of the look was dulled by the fact that their car 
now stank like a slaughterhouse. “Why the fuck, John? Why 
didn’t we just finish him off there or let him bleed out? He 
won't make it. Have you seen his skull?” 

“That’s precisely why | think he might make it. It was 

hard to tell, but the exit wound was as if the bullet skidded 
around his skull and came out near where it entered. It’s not 
entirely unheard of. There was a skirmish once where—” 
“Oh, not that shit again.” 

John fell silent. “Fine. l'Il stop. But I’m calling it in.” 

Chris exited the vehicle and leaned against the fender 

while John worked his oratory magic on their superior, no 


doubt explaining why “neutralize” these days meant 
“getting 


him to ER” and setting up everything else they’d need. 
The local cops would be curious too; gun battles were 
rare in Europe, where restrictive gun laws kept anything 
bigger and more lethal than an airgun out of civilian hands. 
Chris wasn’t worried, though. GORGON would make sure 
any investigation would run exactly the way they wanted. 
The Monaco PD wouldn’t be the first local cops that found 
themselves 

overruled 

from 

high 

above 

and 

their 


investigations canceled out of nowhere. GORGON carried 
the 


bigger stick. 
Clean Slate | Aleksandr Voinov and Barbara Sheridan 
10 


When he finally got off the phone, John looked at him. 


“The boss says he’s our responsibility. She said ‘make the 
best of it’, so all bets are off.” 

“And?” 

“Forgers at HQ will manufacture a false identity and 

paper trail, so one of ours can claim to be next of kin and 
move Voronin to another facility if he survives. We take it 
from there.” 

“Nice one,” Chris muttered. But it made sense. They 

knew the mark best and could work more efficiently on the 
case than anybody they could bring in from outside on short 
notice. “Short notice” was, of course, entirely John’s fault. 
After the interview with the local cops, they headed back 


to their rented apartment in a luxury complex on the edge 
of 


Monte Carlo to shower and change. A crew from GORGON 
was already waiting to sanitize the car. 
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Chapter 2 


HE AWOKE slowly, remembering people had told him they’d 


begin decreasing the amount of morphine they gave him 
against the pain. There was a terrible soreness in his head, 
and thinking hurt. Not that he could string any long or 
complicated thoughts together. 

He was in a large white room, his head and face 


bandaged. Nurses and doctors came and went. They told 
him 


he’d been in an accident, that he shouldn’t exert himself. As 


if he could; he felt weak as a kitten. Mostly he slept or 
stared 


out over the landscape beyond the room, completely happy 
to watch branches move in the breeze, the dance of leaves, 
dark green on the top, silvery on the back. Olive trees? 

A nurse came in: “You have visitors.” Then, to the men 
coming in, “Only ten minutes. He’s still very weak.” 

They were attractive, he’d give them that. Both dark- 
haired, athletic builds and nicely tailored suits. One in navy, 
the other black pinstripe. Like many on the Riviera, they 
sported stylish sunglasses as well. 

Riviera? Had a nurse told him that was where he was, 


or was it a memory? 


“How are you, Andrei?” 

“Hmmm? Oh, you mean me.” He tried to grin, but it 

hurt. 
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The man in the navy suit removed his glasses as he 
approached the bed. Asian. “It’s me, Jin Hau—Johnny,” he 
said softly. He gestured to the one in pinstripe, who came 
alongside. “This is Christopher—Chris. We're... close friends 
of yours.” Correction: Johnny was Chinese, his English just 
colored with a faint accent, the melody of his language, like 
often happened with bilingual people. Not American English, 
it sounded too familiar. British? But how did he remember 
that? He had no frame of reference and thinking hurt, so he 
let those thoughts slip away. 

One thing though lodged in his mind. Andrei. They’d 


called him Andrei. Nobody had called him by his name, so 
he 


accepted the name with relief. Meant he didn’t have to ask 


for it. “Why are you introducing yourselves, then?” 


“Because they said your head might be messed up,” the 
other man said as he pulled a chair closer. Clearly American, 
but Andrei couldn’t place him anywhere in the States. If it 


wasn’t a Texan, they all sounded the same. “You're 
amnesiac, 


Andrei, but it’s okay, we’re here now.” 

The Chinese guy—Johnny—came closer too. Andrei 

tried to remember them, but all he drew was blanks, one 
after the other. Close friends. They knew his name. They 
might know the rest. 

“What happened?” Admitting that he didn’t know felt 

like such a relief, and he didn’t even understand why. 

“You crashed your Maserati,” Johnny explained and sat 
down on the other side. “You went through the windshield, 
cut your face, and you were concussed so badly they had to 
Surgically relieve the pressure on your brain.” 

“That’s... why I’m bandaged....” 
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“You had reconstructive surgery.” 


Andrei tried to process the information, but he felt 
terribly weakened, like every sentence had hit him in an 
open wound, draining him of strength. 

“I’m afraid that’s all for now,” a nurse announced from 
the doorway. 

Andrei was relieved as well as tired. He didn’t like this 
feeling of being on the outside looking in. 

The Chinese—Johnny, he reminded himself—patted his 
hand. “We'll see you soon.” 

The American—what was his name again? Ah, Chris— 
simply gave him a quick nod. “Rest up, bud. We’ll catch you 
later.” 

“Yes,” Andrei said, grateful when the nurses came in. As 
much as he hated being fussed over, every time they 
changed the bandages meant time had passed and he’d 
spent that time healing. He found himself clutching at 


straws. His old life. These two knew him from before. 
Friends. 


They’d help him remember who and what he was. 


“WHAT do you think?” 


“I’m amazed he’s as good as he is,” Chris said around a 
forkful of Caesar salad in one of the many street cafés in 
Monte Carlo. “He understands what we're saying, draws 
conclusions. He’s not a vegetable.” 

“That’s not what | meant.” John folded his hands. 

“Empty. No recognition.” 

“He could still act. Unlikely, but what if?” 
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Chris gave a calculating look that made John wince. 

“You insisted we save him. Don’t talk to me about his being 
a possible threat now.” He sipped his cooled white wine. 
“We'll stick to the plan.” 

“Could be my guilt talking.” John shook his head, 
discarding that thought as ridiculous. In their job, feeling 
guilty about lying was preposterous. “Close friends, eh?” 
“Yes. Very close friends.” Chris washed down the rest of 

his salad with the last mouthful of wine and grinned at him. 
“He used to be a handsome bastard too. Wonder what he'll 


look like when the bandages come off.” 


HE LOOKED like he’d been mugged and beaten black and 
blue. Andrei frowned at himself in the mirror, but even that 
hurt. The tightness in his face came from the swelling; there 
was plenty of discoloration around his eyes where blood had 
gathered, and his blond hair was cropped short. Blue-green 


eyes seemed bewildered, but he didn’t begrudge himself 
that. 


It was the face of a stranger. No recognition. 

Who are you? If you crashed a Maserati, what model? 

He found himself scrabbling for any little piece of 
information, which, drugged up as he still was, was torture. 
The doctors and nurses knew nothing. He had to wait for his 
two “close friends.” Whatever that meant. He sank back, 
feeling defeated and on the verge of panic. Or rather, 
watching another man on the verge of panic. Who was he? 
What had he done? Did he work? As what? Wouldn’t people 
miss him? 
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He wanted to call and cry out for somebody, anybody, to 


help him, to bring those two back so he could ask questions, 
but in the end, he was too exhausted and sank back into the 
pillows, grateful when the nurse brought more painkillers 
that knocked him straight out. 

ANDREI perked up when the nurse popped her head in and 
announced he had visitors. He sat up quickly and ran his 
hand through his hair. Chris and Johnny were his anchor in 
this vast sea of nothingness his mind had become, and it 


was very easy to believe they had been close friends prior 
to 


his accident. They seemed to be around his own age; late 
twenties, early thirties, he supposed. It hadn’t occurred to 
him to ask. 

“Hey, big guy, how’s it hanging?” Chris asked in that 
breezy, American way of his. 

“It’s hanging,” Andrei answered, smiling at the 

suggestive wink he received in return. He liked being in on 
the joke, though he had no fucking clue as to exactly what 
that joke was. 


“You look great,” Johnny said, his tone low and 


measured, a sharp yet comforting contrast to the 
American's. 


“Do |?” Andrei asked, scanning each of their faces. “The 


pain is lessening, and the swelling seems to have gone 
down.” 


Johnny smiled and tentatively reached out to touch the 

side of his face. Andrei found himself leaning into the touch, 
gentle yet strong. He pulled back. 

“It’s all right,” Johnny assured him. “It’s fine. You'll 
understand soon.” 
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The uncertainty and fear of the unknown gripped Andrei 


as it did far too often. “Tell me more,” he asked. He looked 
to 


the men, drawn to Johnny’s soothing, slightly accented and 
oh-so-British voice, to Chris’s quiet intensity. “Tell me what 
brought us here.” 

Chris sat down on his bed, while Johnny pulled a chair 


up. Andrei got the feeling he was surrounded, shielded from 


both sides. A protective layer against a world that moved 
on, 


not caring whether he could relate to it or not. 

“Do you remember anything, or do we start right at the 
beginning?” 

“Just tell me.” Andrei pressed his lips together, 

unwilling to show his desperation even to friends. 

“We met a few months ago via Beautifulpeople.com. We 
chatted a bit, then worked out we’d be in the same place for 
vacation, and decided to hook up. Since then, we’ve been 
living together.” 

Andrei watched Chris’s face, unsettled by the thought 
what the words meant. Gay. Chris was his... lover? It would 
explain him sitting down on the bed. “And Johnny?” 

“Him too. We're all together.” Chris smiled. “Johnny and 


| met each other first. We were meeting up to see if two of 
us 


would hit it off, but we actually had sparks flying between 
the three of us.” 


Not just gay, but insatiable too. Of all possible 


explanations, this seemed the strangest one. “I... don’t 
know 


what to Say.” 

“Don’t worry about it. It’s most important you heal up 

and get your life back.” Chris patted his shoulder, a touch 
like from a friend. 
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Andrei found it comforting and unsettling at the same 
time. His lovers? What the hell? A few months. What about 
the rest of his life? “What... what do | do?” 

“You mean for a living? You're idle rich.” Chris smiled. 
“You own some real estate that covers your expenses, but 
you leave that to a lawyer.” 

“Family?” 

“You never talked much about them, but they 
disapproved of your ‘lifestyle’,” Johnny added. “Sorry.” 
“So... I’m completely alone? No job, no family, no....” 
Andrei felt his heart race, like there should be something. 


Nobody was that alone, somebody had to know the rest of 


his story. “Nothing.” The despair came back up in a terrible, 
spiky wave of pain, like nausea, threatening to wash his 
control away. “Was | suicidal? Did | crash the car because of 
that?” 

“You were a bit down, recently,” Johnny said. “You had 

a shouting match with Chris about some detail.” 

Chris looked at Johnny, the glance fairly harsh, almost 
warning. “Yeah. | didn’t think much of it when it happened, 
but in the light of things....” He shrugged and lowered his 
gaze. “I’m sorry.” 

Andrei reached out to touch the other man’s hand. 

Strong fingers closed around his, and Andrei thought it was 
strange; his heart shouldn’t be pumping like this. Lovers. 
Two. God, what on earth had his life been like? Two men? 
“Can you... can you get me out of here? The hospital makes 
me insane. | want to... move, walk, I’m just withering here.” 
“Johnny has enough medical training to take care of you. 
Pays to be from a medical family, huh?” Chris pressed 
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Andrei’s hand and stood. “Take it easy, tiger. No need to 
rush anything, we'll just make sure you’re comfortable and 
good to go. Everything else will come back, okay?” 

“Yes.” Andrei cleared his throat, hating how his voice 
sounded so small. “Just get me out of here.” 

“No problem. l'Il talk to the doctor.” Chris sauntered off. 
Johnny glanced after him, then turned to face Andrei 
again. “You do look much better.” 

“I look like a beaten-up panda.” Andrei muttered. “My 
face....” 

“You'll be fine. No worse than a facelift.” Johnny smiled 
and touched his hand, the touch lingering. “We’re in your 
corner, whatever you make of it.” 

“I don’t remember... lovers. | remember nothing. | don’t 
remember... you.” 

“Patience. Chris and | talked about this and if you 

don’t—I mean, if you don’t feel anything for us, we can still 
be friends.” Johnny shook his head. “We wouldn’t leave you 
alone like this.” 


That sounded so heartfelt and honest and raw that 


Andrei thought, hell, he might feel something for them. Or 
maybe at least Johnny. Or both. He had no idea. 


JOHN paced the empty fourth-floor lounge area of the 
private 


hospital while the GORGON-affiliated doctor tucked a GPS 
chip into Voronin’s wrist cast and gave him a last check-up 
in his room. “We shouldn't take him back there.” 

Clean Slate | Aleksandr Voinov and Barbara Sheridan 

19 

Chris raised his hands as if to defend himself from any 
condemnation. “Hey, this is all going according to your plan. 
You're the one who told our supervisor this was the best way 
to feel the guy out and swing him around to our side if he 
has any relevant memories in that pretty head of his.” 

John stopped his pacing and looked at Chris. He felt his 
mouth dip into a frown and corrected that mistake. “As 
attractive as he may or may not be, he knew a lot about the 
Russian mob and the oligarchs... too much, apparently.” He 
shook his head and paced a bit more, then stopped before 


Chris. “I have a bad feeling about this.” He’d never been 
able 


to decide if he hated that shark-like stare. But he definitely 
hated the unspoken chorus of | told you so. 

Luckily, before Chris could taunt him with those words, 

the agency doctor appeared in the outer corridor and 
approached the lounge, Andrei in tow. 
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Chapter 3 

THE only part of his plan John didn’t regret thus far was 
driving to the lodge while Chris sat in the passenger seat, 
half-turned to talk to Andrei. While he usually did the 
talking in undercover situations, Chris was better as the 
potential lover due to his ungodly amount of expertise at 
picking up one-night stands—both male and female. 

It was working, too. Andrei’s posture was relaxing the 
further along the road they drove. Chris commented on the 


scenery and the reasons they’d supposedly booked this 
place 


for a month. Andrei glanced out the window, seemingly with 


no recognition of the area. If he was remembering anything, 


it would become apparent in his body language once they 
made the upcoming turn and the luxurious lodge came into 
view. 

“Almost there,” John said brightly. He glanced back as 
Andrei peered up between the front seats. 

“Look familiar?” Chris asked gently. 

Andrei narrowed his eyes as if struggling to remember. 
“Perhaps, but | don’t think so. I’m not sure.” 

“Don’t worry,” Chris said, reaching back to brush his 

hand against Andrei’s knee. “The memories will come back 


when they’re ready.” He paused a moment. “Before you 
know 


it, you'll remember... everything.” 
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John tried not to groan as he parked and cut the 

ignition. The way Chris could make even the most common 
word sound like sex on a stick was disgusting. Were it not 
for GORGON’s rigorous physical condition testing, he would 


have refused the assignment as Chris Gibson’s new partner 


once the man’s promiscuity became evident. How many 
communicable diseases had the man been exposed to? 

It was strange to return to the scene of the slaughter, 

but there was no trace of it. GORGON had repaired the front 
door and removed every bullet casing and blood spatter 
inside; the bodies too, of course, and a thorough tour of the 
lodge had ensured they hadn’t missed anything. There were 
few personal items (most of Andrei’s stuff was in storage); 
just enough to add credibility to the claim they’d lived here 
for a few weeks. They’d checked all of Andrei’s clothes and 
Suits, his phone bills, the data on every computer, every 
piece of paperwork, but there was nothing of interest. 
GORGON was providing security to this place, too, just 

in case the killers came calling again. 

John helped Andrei sit down, because the man looked 


tired from the little expedition out of the hospital. 
Weakened, 


still dazed from the painkillers, and pale. John wondered for 
a long moment how he'd feel in Andrei’s situation and 


decided the man was holding up surprisingly well, all told. 


He certainly had a strong core and excellent mental 
resources. Good nerves: something every criminal needed if 
he was to walk suavely away from a crime. With Andrei’s 
associates, nerves of carbon steel were a definite asset. 
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ONE of the perks of working for GORGON was how they 
stocked the lodge’s kitchen with fresh produce, assorted 
groceries, and fine wines and other beverages. The upright 
freezer was filled to the brim with frozen gourmet entrees 
that threatened to make them gain at least five pounds 
apiece. 

“Now that’s some home cooking,” Chris said, patting his 
flat abdomen. He stood, grabbed the wine bottle and his 
glass, and suggested they all go up into the main living area 


on the second level. “Music or a movie?” he asked, 
gesturing 


between the state-of-the-art sound and video systems. 
“Music, | think,” John said. 


“Andrei?” 


“Music would be nice.” He smiled and took a seat on the 
end section of the low rust-colored sofa. 

“Any particular genre?” 

John shook his head. Andrei did likewise. 

“Well then, let’s do it the scientific way.” Chris grinned 

at his companions and put his hand over his eyes, then 
turned and pretended to search for the shelf, all the while 
peeking through his fingers. He took a CD featuring soft rock 
instrumentals with a decided Russian influence. 

He turned around, uncovered his eyes, and showed the 
others the CD cover. “I have no idea what this sounds like, 
but what the hell.” He slid the CD into the system and kept 
the volume low, which, considering that this sounded much 
like Russian elevator music, was just as well. 

Andrei watched them both attentively, clearly listening 

to everything to check whether it brought up emotion or 


maybe even fragments of memory. The way he didn’t 
shatter 
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under all this pressure was nothing short of admirable. But 
a man could think too much. Chris sat down next to him 

and placed his hand on the man’s knee again. No surprise in 
the other’s face, just calm acceptance of the touch, like he’d 
figured Chris had every right to touch him. Being lovers, and 
all that. 

“I was thinking to extend the lease, make sure you get 
healed up before we move on.” 

“Where did | crash the car?” 

“Not far away from here. We can take you there, if you 

want to. But it’s a bit of a walk downhill.” 

“Was | drunk? Drugged?” 

“You'd know better than to do that. You're not the 

reckless type.” Chris let his hand trail up higher, felt the 
muscle underneath tense and Andrei pull in a deep breath. 
Arousal, caution, resistance? Damn, but he wanted to know 
what the man looked like during sex; there was a certain 
vulnerability to him right now, so at odds with what he knew 


about the man and his associates. “Don’t worry, it’ll all 
come 


back.” 
Andrei didn’t pluck his hand off. “I... don’t want to hurt 
you. Either of you. |... appreciate your company, even 


though | don’t remember you. You’ve been very good to 
me,” 


“Listen to him.” Chris grinned at John, then looked back 


at Andrei. “We’ll be so much better to you once you’re up 
for 


it.” He patted the knee, then let him go. The reaction had 
told him the Russian definitely needed to be seduced but 


wasn’t appalled, shocked, or disgusted. Amazing what a 
little 


suggestion could do to a man who didn’t know (or 
remember) 


better. 
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“I’m just tired.” Andrei stood, moving carefully as if 
worried about his balance. 

“You've had a big day,” John said with a comforting 


smile before standing. “I put the pain meds the doctor gave 


you upstairs in the bedroom for you. l'Il show you where it 
is.” 

Andrei hesitated. 

“Dude, it’s okay,” Chris said. “There are two bedrooms. 

One with a huge bed and a second, smaller one. We set the 
smaller room up for you until, and if, you feel like joining us 
again in the other.” 

Andrei nodded. 

John smiled at Andrei. “You go first. l'Il stay behind just 

in case you feel unsteady on the stairs. There aren’t many, 
but why take a chance.” 

Chris turned off the stereo, then followed the others. 

While he was bringing up the rear, he took the time to focus 
on John Soong’s fine ass. This mission was set to become 
much more entertaining than it had begun. 

THE open floor plan of the lower level continued upstairs 
with the bedrooms flowing into one another, separated by 
glass doors that slid back into the walls. Each bedroom 
connected to its own en suite; the master bedroom had the 


more spacious bathroom, complete with double shower and 


two tubs, one standard, the other a whirlpool hot tub. 

Chris showed Andrei where his clothing was, as well as 
toiletries and a waterproof covering to fasten over the short 
cast protecting his broken left wrist. “You may want to wait 
Clean Slate | Aleksandr Voinov and Barbara Sheridan 

25 

until tomorrow to shower or soak in the tub. You should let 
one of us know so we can be nearby in case you feel 
lightheaded or unsteady.” 

Andrei looked into the bureau drawers. A thick blue 

terry robe lay folded on the bureau top. “Have | nothing to 
Sleep in?” 

Chris chuckled. “We’ve been sleeping naked, but you’ve 
got a couple pairs of silk boxers and the robe.” 

“Thank you.” 

John stepped forward and patted Andrei on then back. 

“I should have thought to get you something. l'Il run into 
town tomorrow and get you two pairs of pajamas. | did think 


to get this, though.” He switched on a tiny, low-wattage 
lamp 


atop the bureau. “You should keep this on while you sleep 
until you get your bearings. It doesn’t shine all the way to 


the bed, but it gives you enough light to get to the 
bathroom 


or the hall.” 

Andrei nodded, but said nothing beyond “Thank you.” 
Chris stepped forward and lightly kissed the Russian’s 
forehead. “Your antibiotics and pain meds are in the 
bathroom. Don’t forget to take them. Okay?” 

Andrei nodded again. “Good night.” He walked with 
them to the sliding door and drew his mostly closed. 
John stopped and peered back in. “We’ll keep the other 
door open so we can hear you if you need to call for us.” 
“I'll be fine.” 
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“OH COME on,” Chris said, slapping his ass. “Strip, then lie 
down and let me loosen your ass up.” 

John’s jaw dropped open. “Are you crazy?” 


Chris slapped his ass again. Harder. “I meant your back. 


You're tense as hell. | promise not to molest you. | once 
knew 


a girl from a massage parlor where they actually gave 
massages.” 

“I should go downstairs,” John said as Chris began to 
disrobe. 

“And that will look suspicious, won't it?” 

“PIL wait till I’m sure he’s asleep.” 

Chris stripped down to his black briefs. “I'll keep these 

on all night. | promise not to touch you any lower than your 
waist... even though you’d sing a different tune if | did.” 
“I’m going to brush my teeth.” 

Chris followed and did the same, then saw John was 
playing for time, doing the flossing as well. He was a little 
hurt that after working together for two years, John still 
didn’t quite trust him, at least not on a personal level. 
“Listen. He’ll catch on if we’re not friendly enough with 
each other,” Chris said in a low voice. 

“He might not do it, Chris.” John glared at him in the 


mirror, changing his grip on the silk thread. “We saw him 


with a hooker. Female. Right bloody here.” He indicated the 
floor where the prostitute had lain. 
Chris realized he would be standing on her belly, so he 


shifted his position to the side, calling himself stupid even 
as 


he did it. “No point bringing up ghosts now, is there?” 
“You're not getting it. He might not be gay at all.” 
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“No. He’d be bisexual.” 

“We have no evidence for that,” John hissed back. 
“Regardless of your track record of turning the supposedly 
Straight.” 

Chris grinned. “And my ‘track record’ tells me he’s more 
open than you think. What’s your problem? We're not raping 
this guy. We’re the only ones that are here for him. He’s 
alone. For his side, he’s a fucking ghost.” 

“It’s not kindness, Chris. Don’t try to tell me it is.” 

“No.” Chris shrugged. “Yes, it’s a mess. But who knows, 


it might all come back.” 


“And then? If it doesn’t come slowly back, but all at once, 
and he knows what we’re doing with him?” 

“We can still turn him. Or kill him, if everything else 

fails.” 

John rinsed out his mouth and stayed there, bent over, 
both hands on the basin. “Yes. | guess that’s always a 
possibility.” 

Chris placed both hands on John’s back, tracing the 

tense muscles there, the lats and the little diamond-shaped 


muscles between the shoulder blades. Gradually, very 
Slowly, 


John relaxed, then shook his head. “Just to the waist, right?” 
“Hand on my little black heart.” 

John chuckled. “If you can find it.” 

WHILE Chris may not have had a heart within easy reach, 
John had to concede the man had an amazing touch. That 
boast about the masseuse wasn’t bullshit. John’s most 
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recent memory of when he'd felt this relaxed was when he 


last paid a visit to his relatives in Chinatown and succumbed 
to one of Grandfather Liu’s acupressure sessions. 

So content was he that it took a solid minute for John’s 
brain to process that Chris Gibson’s strong fingers were 
gliding along the muscles of his upper thigh. 

John half-turned. “Hey now, stop that. Nothing below 

the waist.” 

Chris stilled his hands. “Do you mean that?” 

“Yes.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes... | think so.” John hated the way Chris’s slow grin 
called him out. And he loathed the way his body responded 
to the simple way Chris dipped his head to plant a kiss on 
this thigh. 

“I know it’s been a long time for you,” Chris said, that 
focused gaze of his never wavering. 

John turned his head back to the pillow, telling himself 

it was because his neck was feeling stiff from bending 
backward. 


Another soft kiss, Chris’s beard stubble gently rubbing 


John’s upper thigh, before Chris moved, came to lie next to 
him on the enormous soft bed. “That guy was a leech. He 
drained you.” 

John turned his head to the other side. “Be quiet. You 
don’t know anything about what Wayne and | had.” 
“Relax,” Chris said, rubbing his hand along the tense 

knot of John’s shoulder. “I call ’em as | see ’em.” He trailed 
his fingers over to glide across John’s cheek. “You fought a 
lot, probably about you being so secretive about work and 
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not returning his calls and messages when we were on a 
case.” 

John tensed; Chris swiftly eased the knots from his 

back. 

“Relationships don’t work in this profession, if they even 
work at all.” 

John closed his eyes, fully aware Chris had moved to 
straddle his ass and hips, yet he did nothing to stop it. He 


simply let Chris pick up the massage where he’d left off. 


When Chris spoke again, his voice was low, hardly more 
than a whisper. “This is a tricky one. We have to immerse 
the mark in our set-up world.” 

He shifted, stretched himself out to lie atop John’s back, 
and still John was powerless to resist, though his cock was 
clearly responding. 

“Let’s get into it,” Chris whispered, his breath minty hot 
as it blew across John’s ear. “Let me suck you off. | bet 


you've never had a good blowjob. | won’t even ask you to 
do 


me back.” He paused and chuckled ever so softly. “Of 
course, 


I’m not going to refuse if you offer later....” 

ANDREI suddenly awoke. He hadn’t taken the full dose of 
painkillers; they made him sleepy and slowed his mind to a 
crawl. Of course, he paid for that with the dull thudding pain 
from his head, and a less dull, less thudding pain in his 
wrist. But at least he didn’t feel quite so helpless anymore, 


not quite so passive. They’d overmedicated him, probably 
out 


of kindness or medical generosity, but Andrei much 


preferred his head to be clearer than they’d allowed. No 
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wonder, though; doctors were most concerned with the 
body 


first. 

Another sound confirmed it hadn’t been a dream that 

had woken him. Not even the pain. Groans. The sudden 
realization ran hot and cold across his skin. Pleasure. 
Sounds that might be strangled words. Maybe endearments, 
encouragements, tender and passionate. Johnny and Chris. 
He wondered what they were doing, how they were doing it. 
Was Chris on top? He seemed the type. Johnny seemed the 
softer of the two, or at least less aggressive. 

He imagined it, Johnny on all fours, Chris behind him, 
fucking him slowly. His hand crept down to his cock, played 
with it. It was the first time in ages he was horny, maybe 
another thing the painkillers took away. He imagined Johnny 
bent over, imagined sliding into the heat, making him sound 


like that. He spit into his hand and settled on a slow rhythm, 


teasing himself more than rushing to climax. 

He didn’t remember them, didn’t remember their bodies 

or their responses, how they touched, but the sounds were 
almost enough. He substituted images he felt he’d seen at 
some point: two mouths on one cock, imagined Chris on his 
knees and taking him deep, Johnny then taking over when 
Chris’s jaw tired. He imagined grabbing his neck and 
stopping him from just teasing, plunging deep into the 
throat.... 

Andrei groaned into the pillow as he came, finally. Lying 
there, breathless, heart pounding, he noticed the sounds 
from the other bedroom had stopped. Ironic, that he’d finish 
with them. 

He wondered what they’d talked about; were they losing 
their patience? As patient and gentle as they were about all 
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this—visiting him, seeing to things like food and bills and 
transportation—he still thought they were hiding something. 


Bad conscience? They’d been a couple before (and he got 


that, they clearly knew each other very well,) but why would 
they hang around a third guy who didn’t even remember 
them, with the swelling and discoloration and the scars 
barely hidden by his buzzed-short hair? Why not simply 
leave him? 

He could almost hear Chris. “Sorry, buddy, it didn’t 

work out.” That thought cut like a glass shard through the 
pleasant post-orgasm haze that tried to drag him under into 
sleep. 

In their place, wouldn’t he leave? Yes, he was certain he 
would. He didn’t have that kind of patience, and he 
wondered if they had. And why. Maybe they felt bad for 
leaving him? For how long? 

The longer he pondered that question, the more 

miserable he felt. If they left, he was alone. No phone calls, 
no visitors, no memory. No past. Nothing beyond this sense 
of how he might react and automatic, intuitive responses, 
like physical arousal and longing. 

This was all still too new, too frightening. He didn’t want 


to go out and craft a new life. He didn’t want to discover 


what he wanted, what he could do. He certainly didn’t want 
to consider all that went into meeting anybody, into forging 
relationships. He wanted to hole up and never leave his 
house again, or his bedroom, or his bed. Anything could 


happen to him, because he didn’t know what to expect, 
what 


to do, whom to trust. He was utterly alone. If these men left 
him, he was lost. 
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Chapter 4 

BREAKFAST was a luxurious affair. Chris found himself 
whistling as he scrambled eggs, fried bacon, and added a 
generous amount of some semi-hard cheese and a little 
Sambal oelek to the eggs. His take on scrambled eggs was 
inspired by a Swiss guy he’d once met. 

John and Andrei had to be awake after he’d started the 
coffee grinder; the machine’s infernal howl with the terrible 
crunching noise served as a good alarm clock. But because 


of the promise of freshly ground coffee, Chris found it hard 


to keep a grudge. 

His hunch was proved correct, as he soon heard the 
shower upstairs. Chris set up food downstairs, then took a 
plate and a mug into Andrei’s bedroom. The man looked 
delicious; he was just sitting up, looking at him with still- 
bleary eyes. 

“Good morning! I’ve brought breakfast.” 

“Good morning. What about you?” 

“Ah, we can....” Chris gestured towards the stairs. 
Andrei shook his head. “No. l'Il come downstairs.” 

“I thought breakfast in bed....” 

“Thank you, but I’d rather have breakfast with you.” 
Chris grinned, surprised at the way Andrei took the 
initiative. “Didn’t mean to implicate....” 
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“No, but | don’t feel like acting like a patient. Life goes 
on, doesn’t it?” 

As Andrei stood, Chris savored the strong body, the 


cock that showed signs of life too. “I'll just... take the plate 


downstairs. Join us when you’re done.” 

“THIS is excellent,” Andrei said, finishing off a second 
helping. “Are you a restaurateur?” 

“Me?” Chris laughed. “Hardly. | find myself stuck in 

hotel rooms on business and listening to cooking shows for 
company.” 

“What do you do?” 

Shit. He was okay at seductive bullshit, but this was 

John’s usual forte. “I’m freelancing at the moment. A bit 
burned out from the financial commotion of recent months.” 
John cast him a half-smile. “Actually, Chris is 

‘freelancing’ as my personal assistant and bodyguard. | 
represent certain interests in Hong Kong and the United 
Kingdom and often carry... sensitive materials.” 

“Ah,” Andrei said as if mulling over the implication. 

Was he remembering his own business associates? 

Chris finished his coffee. “Please don’t be alarmed by either 


of us having a weapon when we go out.” Andrei studied 
him, 


his eyes, his hands, as if comparing something in his mind. 


Damn, but the Russian was sharp. “Did you take the 
painkillers?” Chris asked. 

“No. I’m done getting drugged.” Andrei sipped his coffee. 
“I’m taking only as much as | absolutely need.” 
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“That might be a wise choice,” John said quickly. He 
reached across the table and touched his hand to Chris’s, as 
if sensing his thoughts. 

Chris pulled back and smiled. “Agreed. No sense 

walking around like a zombie. But, hey, don’t be too hard on 
yourself. If it hurts, take the meds you need. There’s no 
shame in that.” 

He offered the others coffee; John covered his cup, but 
Andrei took another. Chris refilled his own cup as well. “Why 
don’t we go for a drive? Maybe have lunch at a nice outdoor 
café? Get some fresh air?” 

“What do think?” John asked Andrei. “Are you up for it?” 

“I think so.” 


“Great.” Chris quickly cleaned the plates and mugs and 


cutlery away, while Andrei headed back upstairs to get 
properly dressed. He still moved carefully, like it took him 


concentration to maneuver, but while John seemed 
watchful, 


he didn’t mother the man. 

Chris sent a quick status update via cell phone to their 
Supervisor (never saving anything on the smart phone), and 
then Andrei reemerged, fully dressed, wearing Aviator 
sunglasses to hide most of his bruises around the eyes. 
They went for a tour along the Riviera and up towards 

Nice, where they had a light lunch in a street café: salad and 
more coffee. Chatter, laughter, banter... Chris was amazed 
how easily Andrei fell into a new rhythm, joking with them, 
even, a few times, touching a hand or a shoulder, touch 
lingering. Chris also noticed Andrei seemed to divide his 
attention equally; whenever he’d talked to Chris for a little, 
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he then turned to John and spoke to him. Not your typical 


dour Russian. 


Later, they had quiches and salad for dinner; by this 
time, Andrei had to take some painkillers, and they headed 


back towards the lodge. On the way, Andrei fell asleep in 
the 


back of the car. After some uncomfortable shifting, he lay 
there, knees pulled up, head resting on John’s lap. 

“POOR guy’s all tired out.” John was hardly aware he was 
stroking his fingers through the Russian’s close-cropped hair 
until he heard the forced throat clearing from the front seat 
and caught sight of Chris’s reflection in the rearview mirror. 
Christ put the radio on, and John settled back, eyes 

closed, trying in vain to stop remembering last night. 

What the hell had come over him? Chris had started the 
seduction, but he hadn’t put up much protest to stop it. Who 
was he kidding? He’d turned into the aggressor pretty 
quickly. Before they were spent, he’d had Chris Gibson 
writhing all over that bed and coming like he hadn’t had an 
orgasm in a year. 

Andrei picked the worst time to turn his head. John bit 


his lip, hoping the press of his hardening cock didn’t disturb 


the sleeping man. Thankfully Andrei remained still, though 
he stirred and sat up shortly before they reached the access 
road to the lodge. John hoped he hadn't noticed, but if he 
had, he didn’t mention it. 

“I hate the painkillers,” Andrei muttered, rubbing his 

face. “Home already?” 

“Yes. You could go straight to bed.” 
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“Maybe.” Andrei didn’t seem convinced and was actually 
quite awake now. 

Chris parked the car and turned in the seat. “Or you 

could just come to bed.” 

Andrei’s jaw muscles tightened for a moment, and John 
wondered why Chris was pressing for it. He was about to 
protest and assure Andrei that, of course, he didn’t have to, 
when the Russian nodded without looking at either of them. 
“Yes, maybe.” 

“There’s no pressure,” John assured him. “If you come 


to the master bedroom, we'll sleep. Just sleep.” 


“Right,” Chris said flatly. He got out of the car and 
opened the rear door for the others. 

“I think I’d like some wine,” Andrei announced as soon 
as they were all inside. He took the initiative and headed 
toward the kitchen. Chris gave John a shove to follow. 
Andrei had already chosen a bottle of Merlot and three 
glasses. “Upstairs?” 

John nodded. He took the stemmed glasses in one hand. 
“Take your time on the stairs.” 

“I’m fine,” Andrei said sharply, walking ahead. 

John frowned. Was any of Andrei’s memory coming back? 


Had he planned to do something to the wine? Shit, he 
should 


have grabbed that first. Of course, he couldn’t slip anything 
now when they’d both be watching. Perhaps it was more, 


perhaps this was just some of his normal personality 
waking. 


Up in the master bedroom, Andrei looked around, 
frowning, and John wondered what was going on in his mind. 
What if he remembered being shot here? Fighting off 


assailants? John put the glasses down. A glance to Chris 
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told him Chris was intrigued, his tongue visible between his 
teeth for a moment like he was a playful cat. 

Andrei turned, studying them, that concentrated frown 
darkening his features. For several long moments, he 
seemed at loss for words or thoughts, lacking most of his 
panache and energy. “I don’t want to sleep alone.” 

“You don’t have to. Jesus.” John moved forward to 

touch him, maybe hug him, and was completely surprised 
when the Russian took his face in both hands and kissed 
him on the lips. 

The kiss was tentative at first, soon drifting into 

something more hungry. He pulled back, let his large hands 
settle on John’s shoulders, then looked to Chris. “I’m not 
sure of this. You two....” 

“Don’t worry,” Chris said with an easy smile, his eyes 
glinting with the same sparks of desire John had seen last 
night. “It’s all good.” He stepped toward them, slid his hand 


along John’s back, then touched Andrei’s neck, and coaxed 


him in for a kiss. 

Chris was the first to break free. He’d already taken off 

his shoes and socks and removed his jacket and shirt, and 
now he poured the wine while the other men did the same. 
He handed them the wine glasses and proposed a toast. “To 
our separate pasts, and a shared beginning.” 

Andrei took a big mouthful of the wine, not restrained at 


all. He clearly loved wine and food and very likely sex, if 
that 


natural sensuality and hunger extended that far, and John 
thought it might, suddenly finding his mouth dry. He liked 


the Russian, liked to have him around, and he’d tasted 
good. 


John took off his jacket and the gun holster under his 
shoulder, folding the holster up but keeping it within reach, 
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just in case. He took a sip from the wine, wondering what 
next. 

“Since |... don’t remember... can you show me?” Andrei 


asked. 


“Sure.” Chris smiled. 

“No, | mean... you two. Both of you. Show... show me.” 
John felt his eyes widen and was thankful Chris stepped 
on his foot. 

“Sorry, dude.” Chris touched John’s shoulder. “How 
about you lead, | follow?” 

“Great.” John took a big sip of his wine, then finished 
undressing. His cock was ready and close to aching as he 


watched Andrei and Chris follow suit. “You’re both 
gorgeous.” 


He stepped forward, grabbed a handful of Chris’s hair, and 
gave him a hungry kiss and a slap on the ass before turning 
to Andrei. 

“No pressure, Okay?” He tentatively touched one of the 
fading bruises on the Russian’s chest, then pulled back to 
caress Andrei’s cheek before turning back to Chris, who 


settled himself in the center of the bed, a bottle of lube and 
a 


condom from the nightstand in his hands. 
It felt strange, not just seeing another man settle 


himself on the edge of the bed to watch, but to see Chris 


Gibson not being the forceful manslut he’d always thought 
him to be. They kissed again, hands roaming across chests, 
and John thought all this felt pretty natural. Good they’d 
“rehearsed” last night, so he had a rough idea of Chris’s 
responses, knew how he liked his blowjobs, knew how to 
touch him right. 
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He rolled on top, pressing their cocks together, teasing 
and grinding; Chris’s head came up to kiss and suck on his 
nipples, and John glanced at Andrei, who was staring at 
them with wide, blue-green eyes. But he was hard. That 


proved Chris’s theory about him. If he was turned on by 
men, 


he wasn’t completely straight. 

“Turn,” John told Chris in a husky whisper, and Chris 
turned, pulling his knees under him, legs spread far, 
completely, shamelessly exposing himself. He fell into it 
naturally, but there was more to it, a certain playfulness, 


like he had no pride to lose, no inhibitions, and laughed at 


anybody who had. John pulled back, shifted enough that his 
cock only rested against Chris’s thigh. 

“Andrei, do you... want to do anything?” 

The Russian came closer, running his hand down 

Chris’s back. “I don’t know how.” 

“It feels amazing.” John grinned to overplay the faux pas. 
“You'll remember. You’ve done it before.” 

“All right.” 

John shifted and took the lube, showing Andrei how to 

do it. And while he’d have loved to touch that cock, Andrei 
rolled his condom on by himself while John pushed two 
lubed fingers into Chris, who groaned. Judging from that 
sound, Chris was more than fine with it. 

The Russian positioned himself, looking a little awkward, 
but he pushed inside, his face suddenly blanking with 
pleasure. He immediately began to thrust and withdraw, 
giving Chris no time to adjust, but Chris didn’t even seem to 
mind, and John swallowed dryly as he watched the 
Russian’s cock slide in and out hard and fast. 
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“Hell yeah.” Chris’s words dissolved into a groan, and he 
turned his head on the plump pillow to look at John. 

John didn’t need to be asked or told. Leisurely stroking 

his cock, he moved to kneel closer to Chris, who hungrily 
opened his mouth. His tongue flicked out, daring John to 
jerk off and shoot it all into his mouth. 

It would have been impossible not to, with the sight of 
Chris open wide, his tight hole gripping every inch of 
Andrei’s thick cock as the Russian rode him hard. John’s 
own ass prickled, wanting the chance to feel the same. He 
gasped when Chris reached out to tug his balls, his 
experienced tongue flicking over John’s cock head to lap up 
the drops of precum. 

It was next to impossible to deny the pleasure spiraling 
higher when Chris began jerking his own cock as Andrei 
pounded into him more quickly, their breathing in sync 
becoming faster and more labored as they neared climax. 
Chris’s eyes gleamed, face flushed, teeth bared in a sexy, 


challenging grin, pushing back against the Russian to drive 


him over the edge. Chris and passive didn’t mix. The 
Russian came first with a groan; John, pumping himself, 
finally came once Chris began to suck him like his life 
depended on it. 

“Touch... touch him,” John gasped, and saw Andrei take 
Chris’s cock in his good hand, stroking him just as fast and 
demanding as he fucked. Chris lost it, very nearly shouting 
his release. 

John sat back on the bed, watched Andrei pull out, 

hand covered in cum, condom hanging from his semi-hard 
dick, like he still didn’t quite know what to make of it, and 
the image was damn near comical. And more than a bit sad. 
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John grabbed the edge of the sheet and wiped Andrei’s 
hand clean, then took the used condom and threw it away 
when Andrei pulled it off. 

Chris sat up, took hold of Andrei’s hand. “I hope you 
enjoyed yourself as much as we did.” 


The Russian nodded but didn’t say anything for a few 


moments. He did manage a weak smile. “Sleepy.” 

John scattered three of the pillows across the top of the 

bed. “Sleep with us. You can be in the middle.” 

ANDREI took the offer, feeling very nearly boneless after the 
sex, tired, like he was falling into a deep, deep abyss and 
would keep falling forever. He brushed their bodies when he 
moved, felt their warmth radiate toward him, and that was 
very nice. He felt safe, taken care of, comfortable. He closed 
his eyes and breathed deeply, listening to the pain in his 
temple. 

The last thing he remembered before he drifted off to 

sleep was the sound of a pistol firing, the muzzle flash, and 
an impact and terrible burn at his temple. 
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Chapter 5 

IT WAS still dark when Chris woke. Andrei was lying close, 
his head resting against Chris’s shoulder, but the other side 
of the bed was empty. The bathroom was quiet; still, Chris 


stayed in bed a few minutes more to see if John reappeared. 


He didn’t. 

Chris eased out of bed and grabbed his pants off the 

chair where he’d tossed them. John’s pants were gone, too, 
and so was his gun. Chris grabbed his own Beretta 90two, 
then slipped from the room, weapon drawn and ready. He 


checked the other bedroom, the bathroom, then inched 
down 


the stairs, following the dim light coming from the kitchen 
area. He holstered his gun when John looked up from the 
kitchen counter where he sat. 

“Everything all right?” 

“Couldn’t sleep.” John sipped from his cup of tea. “You 
snore.” 

“Your ass.” Chris sat at the counter opposite him. 
“Something’s up. | can tell. What is it?” 

John shrugged. “Nothing. | just couldn’t sleep.” 

“Don’t bullshit me, Soong.” 

John looked up, gave his head a little shake. “It’s 
nothing important. It’s weird, you know. All this.” He 


gestured with his hand. 
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Chris poured himself some tap water. “The job is like 

that sometimes. This time is a bit weirder than most.” He 
finished the water, then set the glass in the sink. Walking 
behind John, he began to reach out but pulled his hand 
back. “I’m heading back up. You coming?” 

“Soon. When | finish this.” 

Chris padded from the kitchen, pausing once to glance 
back. He wondered very much what was going through John 
Soong’s mind. Somehow, he thought, this might be one of 
those make-or-break jobs. Some teams got that; things like 
one partner getting shot or stress setting one against the 
other, something that was more strenuous and tricky than 


anything they’d done before. Once the crisis was over, 
either 


the team stuck together better, or they handed in their 
requests for reassignment. 
He hoped the sex didn’t ruin it; there really was no 


reason for that. There were no relationships outside; it 


wasn’t wrong to be teammates with benefits, was it? No, he 
didn’t think so. 

He came back upstairs and saw the Russian sprawled 

out almost in an X-shape, head dug into the pillow like he’d 
been in pain and tried to ease it with pressure. 

If this had been an advertising shot, the sheets would 

have covered his legs and ass, but it didn’t, and it wasn’t. 


The sheet covered most of one leg, and Chris caught 
another 


good view of the man’s shape. The first time, crumpled and 
covered in blood, didn’t count. Toned, fit, gym-shaped body, 
healthy skin tone, fine blond hair. Andrei wasn’t a Narcissus, 
but as far as men went, he was at the top of the league of 
who Chris could get into bed. Too natural for a model; just a 
guy who looked after himself and worked out a lot. Judging 
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from what Chris now knew about the man’s natural 
character, it was likely to get rid of all that energy he had. 


No wonder he felt unnatural to himself right now. The 


real Andrei Voronin was pushy, full of energy and initiative. 
What a great CEO he’d have made if he hadn’t turned to 
crime. A real alpha personality; the type that died at fifty 
from a heart attack. He’d have been such a challenge as a 
lover if he hadn’t been so messed up, and part of Chris 
hoped he’d come round fully. 

Chris climbed back into bed and pulled up the blanket, 


then pushed Andrei’s arm down. “You’re taking a lot of 
space 


there, bud.” 

Andrei turned his head and looked at him. He shifted 

and half-turned. “What’s wrong? An intruder?” 

“No.” Intruder? Shit, was his mind coming back? “Don’t 
worry. We have you covered.” He stroked the man’s back, a 
firm touch that traced the muscles, but no real massage. 
“Did I... do it right?” Andrei asked after a few moments. 
“Yeah.” 

“Any... different?” Andrei cleared his throat. “To how | 

was? | don’t remember.” 


“If you do it wrong, l'Il tell you.” The touch grew firmer, a 


little more suggestive. 

“Then how did we... what did we like to do?” 

“There’s no point sticking to the past, Andrei. Do 
whatever you enjoy. Chances are, John and me have done it 
before. You’re the new guy there... at least, in a manner of 
speaking.” 
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Andrei fell silent, and Chris wondered if he was offended. 
But at least the Russian clearly trusted him, asking those 
questions. You poor fool, he thought. You poor, clever fool. 
“It’s just | don’t want to have a fight with you.” 

“Fight?” Now Chris was alarmed. “Whyever would we 
fight?” 

“John said we clashed. Why? What was it about? 
Jealousy?” 

“I’m glad you don’t remember. Let’s keep it to that, okay? 
| did something stupid, I’d rather not....” 

“Because you both were leaving?” 


“No.” Chris sat up. “What makes you say that?” 


“Just a feeling.” Andrei closed his eyes and pulled his 

legs closer, but he still faced Chris. “Just tell me the truth, 
whatever happens. I’d hate to be betrayed.” 

“You and me both, bro.” This conversation was going off 

on a totally wrong tangent, and Chris had to make him shut 
up and think about something else. Preferably not think at 
all. He trailed his hand down Andrei’s front and found an 
impressive erection. Andrei gave a soft sigh when he closed 
his hand around it and moved closer. Chris stroked it, still 
learning how Andrei liked it. Slow and intense seemed to do 
the trick, but he made Andrei wince when he touched the 
head. “Sorry.” Damned uncut guys, he should have 
remembered that. 

He kissed Andrei’s lips. “I’d like to fuck you.” 

Andrei paused, as if to consider it. “Did | like that?” 

“Why don’t you find out?” 

“Okay.” 
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Chris fished for the lube and within moments had two 


fingers worked into Andrei’s tight ass. He’d bet a year’s 


salary Andrei’d never been fucked, and being the first guy 
to 


do that to him thrilled him. God, you’re a sick bastard, he 
thought, but he could rationalize it. It would make 
everything more believable, wouldn’t it? He wasn’t crossing 
any worse lines than they already had. He’d allowed Andrei 
to fuck him; it was only fair he did the same in return. 

He decided a little finesse was in order. No sense 

making the guy’s first time anything less than memorable. 
“Just relax,” he murmured, stroking his free hand over 
Andrei’s muscular chest, still slowly working his other 
fingers gently in and out of the Russian’s tight hole. “Damn, 
you're hot, bruises and all,” he added with a grin as he 
gently stroked his fingertips across Andrei’s cheek. He 
leaned in for a kiss, glad to have it returned, then touched 
and kissed his way back down across those taut pecs. “I'll 
take it easy,” he promised before shifting to settle himself 
between Andrei’s thighs. 


He realized there was a chance he wasn’t the first when 


Andrei bent his knees, spread his legs wide, and arched his 
hips up in open invitation. Grinning, Chris stroked Andrei’s 
cock long enough to elicit a low moan, then rolled on a 
condom and positioned himself. 

He pushed in just past the tip, withdrew, and pushed a 
little further. He did it again and once more, smiling when 
Andrei made a grab at him so he wouldn’t withdraw. “Oh 
yeah,” Chris said when he slid his entire length inside 
Andrei’s accepting body and quickly set up a steady rhythm. 
Andrei’s erection faltered, but Chris didn’t give it much 
thought. Some guys were like that when penetrated, but it 
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didn’t mean they weren’t into it, and Andrei was definitely 
into it. 

For about a minute. 

“Chris, stop.” 

“You want me to go slower?” 

“No, | want to stop.” Andrei touched his temple. “My 


head....” 


Chris’s body protested and he hesitated. 

“Jesus Christ, leave the guy alone,” John growled from 

the door. 

Andrei stiffened beneath him, and Chris pulled free. He 
jerked off the slick condom and tossed it in the wastebasket. 
“What bug got up your ass, Johnny? Maybe you’re just 
pissed ‘cause one didn’t?” 

Shooting him a menacing glare, John entered, hand 
extended to the Russian. “I'll help you back to your room. 
You need to take your meds.” 

“THANK... thank you,” Andrei said when John handed him a 
glass of water and his pills. “My head is killing me.” 

“Take your time,” John murmured, finding it hard to 
concentrate on Andrei, because he was so shocked at what 
Chris had tried to do. And why did it shock him? Messing 
with this guy’s head and what was left of his life was just as 
bad. It was easy to think everything was justified if the other 
guy was evil, or just a criminal, but Andrei, right now, was 
none of those. The man he’d been had been wiped out. 
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“He shouldn’t have done that, Andrei. That was wrong. 
I’m sorry.” 

“What was our relationship like?” Andrei lay back, pain 
tensing his features. 

“In what way?” 

“You... were together before me. Were we about to split 
up?” 

“No.” John swallowed and stroked Andrei’s face. “Chris 


just can be a selfish bastard at times. He doesn’t mean it. 
He 


Shouldn’t have talked you into it. It’s way too early, 
especially if you don’t remember.” He wasn’t making a lot of 
sense to himself, there. “He didn’t do relationships before. 
Me, I’m a serial monogamist.” 

“I think I’m just a loner.” Andrei shrugged, fingers 

pressing against his forehead, knuckles white. “Paying the 
price now for ditching the painkillers too soon.” He groaned 
with pain and half-turned away. He was not a man who 


could bear being watched hurting. “Talk to me.” 


“I... don’t know what to say, Andrei.” 

“Anything. Doesn’t matter.” The strain in his voice made 
John wince. What kind of killer was he that he couldn’t 
watch this guy suffer? But it was one thing to put a bullet in 
somebody’s head and another to nurse one back to health. 
To usefulness. 

“Is it okay if | join you on the bed?” 

“Yeah.” 

John climbed onto the bed and leaned against the wall, 
and he offered Andrei the space he’d taken before. Andrei 
put his head on John’s stomach and placed an arm around 
him. Much like a hurt kid, seeking just contact and being 
Clean Slate | Aleksandr Voinov and Barbara Sheridan 

49 

held. How the fuck had Chris even managed to get hard 
when all Andrei wanted was closeness? He gently ran his 
fingers across Andrei’s skull, massaging a little to ease the 
headache, but without real pressure. They were strangers; 
they shared nothing. 


A shadow appeared in the door. Chris, leaning against 


the open door, arms crossed in front of his chest. 

“Chris can be a good guy, if he can be bothered,” John 
murmured loud enough for Chris to hear. “I trust him a 
great deal. He’s a good friend.” 

“Doesn't sound like love,” Andrei remarked. 

“No, | guess it doesn’t.” John closed his eyes and 

inhaled deeply. “Friends with benefits, more like it.” 

“Do | love you? Did I say so?” 

“No, you didn’t.” 

“Yeah, that’s... what | thought.” Andrei’s arm pulled him 

a little closer. “It doesn’t feel like love.” 

What does it feel like? And love—God, what an idea. To 
expect to love two strangers after just a few days anda 
mistake. John hadn’t anticipated this part of the charade or 
that it would tear him up inside like this. He liked to fall in 
love with the men he slept with; he was old-fashioned like 
that, dinner, shared interests, spending time together 
outside the bedroom. “It might be best if we leave you. Find 
your family, and....” 


“No.” Andrei burrowed his face deeper into John’s 


stomach. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me alone. Please.” 
John pressed his lips together, gulped against a massive 
steel ring around his throat, and tried to ignore Andrei’s 
warm breath against his skin. Please. Oh fuck, what had 
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they gotten themselves into? “I’m not leaving. Maybe we... 
we 


just start over again. You know. Take it from the start. We 
can be just friends, too, if you’re not into the sex anymore.” 
He glanced up to the door, but Chris was gone. 

Without much else to do, John adjusted the pillow 


behind him and settled back. Closing his eyes, he took in 
the 


quiet of the house, the closeness of Andrei, and willed 
himself to get the rest he hadn’t gotten last night. 

It was closing in on noon when John woke, his neck stiff 
from the sitting position. Andrei was already awake, dressed 
and sitting in a low armchair, quietly studying him. 

“Chris went to get brunch. | think he just pulled up 


outside.” 


“How are you feeling? You look better,” John asked as 
he got up and stretched. 

Andrei shrugged. “The pain is mostly gone.” 

“If you need the meds, take them. It won’t be much 
longer. The bruising is already starting to fade in spots.” 
Andrei touched his face, but he didn’t turn toward the 

long mirror in the corner. “I don’t think I’ve been injured 
before, not like this. | feel... | don’t know. Like a caged 
animal.” 

John offered a sympathetic smile and approached. He 
touched the Russian’s shoulder, but only for a moment. “It 
will be better soon.” 

“I struggle imagining it getting any worse.” Andrei stood, 

a brusqueness in his motions betraying his annoyance. “This 
place makes me restless. | want to see... | want to go places 
that remind me. Where | crashed the Maserati. Monte Carlo. 
| want to try and remember.” 
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“Sure. We can do all that. l'Il just grab a shower.” 


John showered and changed and came back out, 

surprised to find Andrei had been waiting for him. Unwilling 
to face Chris alone? 

They headed downstairs where Chris had set up another 
of his opulent breakfasts, seemingly unconcerned with what 
had happened last night. Maybe he even was. Maybe he 
thought nothing of it. 

“Bon appétit, gentlemen.” Chris smiled, but John could 

see it hardly reached his eyes. 

“It looks delicious,” John said. He took the coffee carafe 
and poured them each a cup. “Andrei wants to get out a bit 
and see where he crashed his car.” 

Chris frowned. “You sure about that?” 

Andrei nodded. “I need to see. | want to remember. | 

hate being this way. | know general things, obviously, but | 
know nothing of detail.” 

Chris set slices of quiche on all their plates. He paused 


and looked at the table. “I think | forgot something in the 
Car. 


Be back in a sec.” 


John pretended not to notice the ruse, Knowing Chris 

would put a quick call into GORGON to set up the remnants 
of a crash site. 

He almost didn’t spot Andrei’s eyes narrowing, but he 

did, and the mouthful of quiche turned into cement on the 
way to his stomach. “We'll do what we can to get you to 
remember,” he murmured. “Even if it’s traumatic, and it 
probably is.” 

Andrei huffed. “More traumatic than not knowing? | 


don’t think so. Without the past, the present makes no 
sense. 
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| mean... | struggle to understand about you. And that’s very 
basic... | mean, fundamental.” His sigh sounded more 
irritated than resigned. “I want my life back, John.” 

“You'll get it back, but the doctor said it would take 

time.” John paused and toyed with his food. “He also said 
there was the chance you won’t remember anything.” 


Andrei dropped his fork on his untouched plate and 


stood so quickly his chair almost fell over. “It fucking better 
return! All of it!” 

John had nothing to add and was rather glad Chris 

came in just then. 

“| guess the girl at the café forgot the fruit | ordered,” he 
said, looking from Andrei to John and back again. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“Andrei wants his memory back.” 

“Of course you do, but you know the doc said—” 

“It will take time,” Andrei ground out. Balled his 

uninjured hand into a fist, he looked like he wanted to 
punch each of them or the wall, something, anything to get 
the frustration out. And John couldn’t blame him one bit. 
“We'll do what we can to help. | promise.” 

Andrei turned, blue-green eyes wild with anger, a primal 
rage that made him imposing enough to intimidate most 
people. John wondered how all those contrasts fitted in just 
one person, but with Andrei, they did. At least now he didn’t 
look like a victim. 


“I think you need a good workout,” Chris said. “Helps 


me stay level.” 

“With that hand?” 
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“Plenty of things you can do even with that hand. Of 
course you’re totally out of whack like this. Have breakfast, 


we then go for a gentle run. The weather’s great, and 
there’s 


nobody around.” 

Normally, when Chris said “gentle run,” he’d do his 
damned best to run everybody into the ground, but he 
actually didn’t, not this time. Maybe he realized running 
circles around an injured man was too easy. Andrei had 


clearly run before, and plenty; he had a pretty good style 
but 


didn’t run very fast, still careful of his injuries. 

After about a mile, he was done, though. They stretched 
afterward and went for a shower. Chris’s gaze implied he 
could join either of them under the shower, but John gave 
him a warning headshake. 


Afterwards, the Russian rested again, and once John 


was sure he was asleep, he joined Chris in leaving the house 
and walking a little bit away, out of sight of any of the 
windows. John took that as an invitation to talk. 

Chris apparently had other ideas. 

John barely dodged the punch Chris threw but landed 

on his ass just the same, thanks to a large rock underfoot. 
“What the fuck!” 

Chris pointed. “Stop babying him. Christ, you act like 


you don’t know if you want to be his lover or his 
nursemaid.” 


John got up, brushed the seat of his pants. “Bastard,” 


he muttered. He stepped closer, his own stance ready to 
take 


this argument further. “Keep kidding yourself. You’re just 
pissed off because | wouldn’t let you rape the guy.” 

“He asked for it. Damn near begged, the way you did the 
other night.” Chris folded his arms across his chest. 
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| think I’m just a loner. 


John shook his head. “He didn’t. No way he did. He’s 


hurt, he’s scared, and we’re the only things he thinks are on 


his side. He is in no state to consent to anything... and for 
all 


we know, he’s straight.” 
“If he gets turned on by other guys, he’s fucking not.” 


Chris suddenly laughed. “Right, so it’s okay to fuck one of 
us, 


but not okay to fuck him? Is that what you’re saying? And 
why exactly not?” 

John had to admit it didn’t really make much sense. 

Just somewhere in his gut, he thought it was wrong, taking 
advantage of him. But then, Andrei hadn’t been hard when 
Chris was fucking him. But he’d also not resisted, just asked 
him to stop. “Some kind of lover you are,” he muttered. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“That’s the vibe I’m getting from you. You don’t give a 
toss about him.” 

“He’s a job, John. A job. After this, we both... we will 

just move on, okay? There’s no point getting attached.” 
John ground his teeth together. “I am not ‘attached’.” He 


took a step forward. Chris stood his ground. “I know this is 


part of the job. | know it was my decision to make sure he 
got medical treatment.” He took one step closer, his voice 
lower. “It’s not an unpardonable crime to care about another 
human’s health and well-being, even if he is on the wrong 
side of the law.” 

Chris slid his hands into his pockets, his distaste still 
evident. “That section of road should be ready by now. They 
were going to shear a tree or two, scorch some underbrush. 
The works.” 
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“Fine,” John said flatly. He reached back to massage his 
still-achy neck. 

Chris exhaled sharply. “Come here. You’ve been doing 

that all morning.” 

“I'm fine.” 

Chris approached and stepped behind him. “Move your 
fucking hand and let me get the knot out.” 

As infuriating and selfish as he was most hours of the 


day, John had to admit Chris Gibson did have the touch of a 


healer. 

“Better?” 

John nodded. “Much. Thank you.” 

Chris came back around, his mouth still pulled into a 
distasteful line. “Since the baby is napping, | think l'Il go find 
some porn and whack off.” 
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Chapter 6 

“YEAH, it was over here.” Chris pointed and led the way off 
the street. They climbed down the hill, with John close 
enough to catch him should he slip. Andrei gave him a small 
smile for that concern, and followed Chris. The forest smells 
should have been pleasant, but something set Andrei on 
edge. Paradoxically, he was relieved of that. That feeling of 
something big and terrible looming in the back of his mind 
might be something like a memory. 

Traumatic? Possibly. But Andrei was ready by now to 

face whatever could come at him. Whatever nightmare. It 


was just a car crash. He knew his injuries. He’d injured his 


face as he’d gone through the windshield, broken the wrist 
when he’d hit the ground. Concussions probably from both. 


It was no big deal. He should have worn a seatbelt. 
Whiplash 


and bruises might have been the only injuries then. 
Still, there was an unease, a physical reaction to the 
surroundings, and he felt suddenly threatened. 

A walk in the forest, like this. A hand between his 
shoulder blades, no, a thumb, the hand resting on his 


shoulder, daring him to turn around. Smell of cigarette 
smoke. 


“Just a little further from the road.” 

So people wouldn’t find him? So they wouldn’t see the 
flash from the gun? Andrei felt sweat bead on his forehead 
and trickle down into his shirt collar. Too tight, but he’d 
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already loosened the tie, very nearly ripped off the first two 


buttons of the shirt. He’d pleaded already; there was 
nothing 


he could do. He only hoped this was happening to 
somebody 


else. 

Further into the forest, the pine needle smell oppressive 

in late summer. Steps muffled by the soft ground. Three 
people. The smoker and two others. Who? 

“Come on, bitch. Move it,” the man right behind him 
growled in Russian. 

He wondered if they’d humiliate him before they shot him. 
Sexual humiliation? It wasn’t beyond them. Andrei shook his 


head to clear his mind. Please, not that. What point was 
there 


if they had decided to shoot him? Dead was dead, right? 
“Here,” the smoker said. 
“Kneel,” the guy in his back said, and when Andrei didn’t 


comply immediately, he kicked him in the knees so Andrei 
fell 


forward. 
He managed to straighten enough to kneel on the ground. 


Two men became visible. Dark suits, faces like butcher’s 
dogs: 


Russian mobsters. They carried enormous semi-automatic 
guns, one of which was far too close to Andrei’s face. 

“You see, Andrei Alexeyevich, my boys could shoot you 
right here,” the third man said as he walked around him. 
Andrei recognized him from somewhere, but wasn’t sure. 


Shaved head, goatee, malicious eyes.... The man reached 
into 


his trench coat, pulling a machete. 
“And then we’d separate your head and hands and feet 


from your body and throw the parts into the 
Mediterranean.” 


He lifted the blade to his face and regarded himself in the 
reflection. “Do you believe we can do that?” 
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“Yes... yes. God, | believe you.” 

“Are you afraid?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good.” The bald man lowered the machete and finished 


his cigarette, looking thoughtful. Andrei clung to every 
breath, 


every motion of the man with near-religious fervor. 
“What do you offer in return for that not happening, 
Andrei Alexeyevich?” 

“Whatever you want.” 

“Is that so. What about you?” 

“God, yes, whatever. Whatever you want.” 

The bald man didn’t smile. Instead, he tossed the 


Cigarette to the ground and stomped it out before the dry 
pine 


needles caught the flame. He stepped closer, resting his 
blade 


just under Andrei’s chin. 

“You will remember this. If you don’t, | will remind you. 
Then it will happen.” He patted Andrei’s face, a number of 
Slaps that hurt every time. “You’re mine now, Andrei 
Alexeyevich. Don’t you ever forget that.” 

A strange, strangled sound came from somewhere, some 
poor pathetic creature... it came from him. 

Wetness soaked the front of his trousers, slid down his 

leg going from warm to cold in an instant. 


“Shit!” a gruff American voice said. 


Andrei cried out when hands grabbed him. “I did what 
you wanted. | held nothing back!” 

“Andrei! Hey, snap out of it!” 

The slaps. Where was the machete? 

His knees went weak and he sunk down. 
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“John, watch him!” 

Hands gripped either arm, kept him upright. 

“You're okay. We have you. We'll help you back to the 
Car.” 

He moved like a puppet. What else could he do? 

“GOD fucking damn it,” Chris cursed. Getting the Russian 
up the hill wasn’t easy, especially not in that near-catatonic 


state. He had definitely remembered something, but this 
was 


some shit timing. John at least moved with him, did his part 
in this, and finally they were back on the street. He’d seen 
grown men piss themselves before, he’d seen pale, terrified 


faces before, but Andrei’s eyes were rolling like that of a bull 


at the slaughter. 

“Terrible idea, what a shit-fucking idea,” he muttered. 
John put a heavy blanket on the seat and got Andrei 

into the car, stayed with him, holding his hands, calming 
him down. 

For a moment, it had looked like an epileptic fit, the way 
he’d gone completely rigid, but instead of the shakes and 
teeth-grinding, Andrei had simply collapsed. Fuck. Maybe 
there was more damage to his brain than the GORGON 
doctors had found. Maybe some bleeding in his brain, 
putting pressure on some important tissue. 

“What did you see?” John asked while Chris steered the 
car back to the house. 

“No. They'll kill me. They'll kill me,” Andrei repeated. 
Looks like they already did, Chris thought. 
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John sounded like a broken record, telling the Russian, 
“You're safe. We’re with you,” over and over again as he got 


him belted in the middle of the rear seat. 


“We have your back, man. It’s okay,” Chris said, looking 
at Andrei in the rearview mirror. 

“You're not part of it.” 

“Part of what?” John prompted. 

“I don’t know. Something bad. Russian. Mean.” 

“Try to relax,” Chris said, keeping his voice as level as 
possible. Stupid fucking John and his hearts and flowers. 
Christ. They should have let the bastard die or put a bullet 
in him to make sure he did. 

“Who are you?” Andrei asked when Chris pulled up to 

the lodge. “What are you people?” Chris hoped it was only 
Andrei’s disorientation talking. 

“We're friends,” John assured him. 

“We're looking out for you,” Chris said as he opened the 


rear door and undid the seatbelt. “Come inside. It’s all 
right.” 


Andrei followed, a resigned air about him. Whatever he’d 
seen, it had scared him bad. Russian. Mean. Maybe his 
former associates? 


“Good boy,” Chris murmured, trying to keep his 


frustration down. He wasn’t made to be a nurse. He guided 
Andrei to the house, but Andrei didn’t want anybody walking 
at his back. 

Fine. Chris rolled his eyes. “Dammit, Andrei, if we were 
your enemies and out to kill you, don’t you think we’d have 
done it by now?” 
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Andrei stared at him as if he was trying to recognize him. 
“l'm tired.” 

“Fine.” Chris let John take Andrei to bed while he sat 

down in the living room after he’d poured himself half a 
tumbler of vodka. The shit didn’t taste like anything, but at 
least it would take that edge off. He rested his heels on the 
table, sipped, and didn’t turn his head until John came back. 
“He’s taken some painkillers and sedatives.” 

“Yeah.” 

“It’s coming back, though. | think it’s coming back.” 

John poured himself a drink, too. “What now?” 


“Stick with the plan. His face is almost alright by now. 


We could take him to Monte Carlo. He wouldn’t be the only 
guy there wearing shades after a facelift.” 

John nodded and took a sip. “He says somebody 
threatened to kill him.” 

“Anything else?” 

“Russian gangsters... mobsters... he says he’d recognize 
the guy who threatened him. Apparently in a forest. They 


made him kneel down and told him to play ball or get 
killed.” 


“Sounds like he didn’t play ball.” Chris indicated the 
house. 

“He knows things they won’t want known.” 

“Ya think?” 

“Do you have to be such an insufferable prick, Chris, or 
do you enjoy it?” 

“Guess.” 

Chris put down his drink and stepped out to the 
verandah. He had to stop letting Soong push his buttons. 
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And he had to seriously consider asking for a new partner 
once this job was done. A gentle scuffing on the hardwood 


floor inside was like a jab in the kidneys. “I’m trying to 
think.” 


“I just wanted to say, | think one of us should sleep in 
Andrei’s room in case he wakes up and gets spooked again.” 
Chris turned and gestured. “Be my guest.” 

John looked as though he would argue, but he didn’t. 

God, he was such a wuss sometimes... and other times, in 
the field, he was like fucking James Bond. What was it with 
that guy? 

“And if he’s pressing against you with an enormous 

boner, don’t touch him. You'd be taking advantage of him, 
remember,” Chris offered as a parting shot. 

He heard John pause behind him, then walk away, 

toward the stairs. To, no doubt, cuddle with the Russian. 
The whole thing about the threesome had started to 

turn into something between John and the Russian; some 
weird paternal thing, or something about nurses. But one of 


them had to think long-term. This wouldn’t go on forever, 


and today had only proved that. The Russian would 
remember; then that was the end of the mission. Possibly 
the Russian’s life too. Getting attached to him was the worst 
possible thing to do. 

IN THE dark, Andrei fidgeted with the small sleeping pill he’d 
not taken. The pain medication dulled his mind enough 
already; he didn’t want to be unconscious as well, especially 
after the mental images he’d gotten today. Not much of it 


made sense yet. He didn’t know why anybody would 
threaten 
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him, what they’d gain from it. He didn’t even know exactly 
who those people were. But he was sure that they would not 


be pleased that he hadn’t done whatever he’d promised to 
do 


for them. He had no doubt the bald man would kill him or 
have him killed. 
And the only thing between them and him were the two 


men downstairs, whom he also didn’t remember. Everything 


felt new, fresh, untested—every touch, kiss, and more. 
Could 


he so completely forget two lovers? 

He forced himself to think it through rationally. The way 
they reacted, the fact they were armed and constantly 
reassuring, they could have been bodyguards. But they 
simply weren’t familiar. There were moments when Chris 


seemed entirely unmoved by any of this, aloof in ways a 
lover 


simply wouldn’t be. They also kept him mostly isolated— 


maybe for his own safety, but he didn’t believe anymore 
that 


they were his lovers. They were too tentative and too 
calculated at the same time. 

He could make out the terse voices of Chris and Johnny 
below, but the specific words eluded him. No doubt they 
were talking about him. He seemed to be a constant source 


of contention between them. Maybe they disagreed on how 
to 


protect him? Or what to do with him? Footsteps sounded on 


the wide wooden stairs, and he stiffened until they passed. 


Andrei shifted in the bed to peer out the doorway into the 
dimly lit corridor. 

It wasn’t long before Johnny slipped into the room. 

Andrei swallowed hard, though the other man’s stance was 
anything but menacing. He didn’t seem to be armed and 
wore only sweat pants. 

“You're awake?” 
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“Yes,” Andrei said softly, tucking the sedative into his 
pillowcase. “The pain pills help, and | don’t want to be 
unconscious and helpless if those men come back.” 

“They won't.” Johnny came forward and sat on the edge 

of the bed. He reached out but stopped himself and let his 
hand fall to his lap. “We’ve told you before we won't let 
anything happen to you.” Strangely, he believed Johnny. The 
man was more genuine than Chris. 

“It’s frightening, the not knowing why.” A thought struck 


him and sent a stab of ice along his spine. “The car 
accident. 


It wasn’t an accident?” 

“Possibly not.” 

Andrei plucked at the crisp sheet. “You and Chris 

weren’t with me?” 

“Not just then. We were on our way here when you were 
injured.” 

Was that admitting that they hadn’t been lovers? Did 
Johnny slip up, or was he tired of lying? If only his head had 
been right, if only he could think clearly. Andrei didn’t have 
the mental resources or the concentration to keep doubting 
and thinking and trying to outwit anybody. In his state, he 
couldn’t have outwitted a budgie. He decided he couldn’t do 


anything else but play straight. Maybe at least they’d tell 
him 


the truth before they killed or left him. “Why did you lie in 
the hospital about the three of us?” 

“Because we want to help you.” 

Andrei wanted to believe Johnny. It was difficult not to, 
with his soothing voice and reassuring manner. “I think | 


might like you both to remain with me, for a little while at 


least.” Maybe that was even his choice. Andrei hoped so. 
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Johnny nodded. Andrei said nothing, choosing instead 

to simply study the man’s handsome, concerned face in the 
faint light. After a time Johnny breathed a soft sigh and 


stood. “I was going to sleep on the chaise, but you seem 
fine. 


l'Il go to the other room?” 

“No.” He could just make out Johnny’s puzzled 

expression. “I don’t want to be alone. | like having you with 
me.” 

Johnny sat back down on the bed. “I think I... like that.” 
He reached out and touched Andrei’s face, and Andrei 
turned his face and kissed the wrist. 

“Come here.” 

Johnny didn’t move yet, but he smiled, slowly, tenderly. 
“You seem to be a man who knows what he wants.” He 


shifted and lay down beside him under the blanket. His 


fingers brushed Andrei’s hips, and he seemed surprised 


Andrei wore nothing. He didn’t resist when Andrei pulled the 
Sweatpants down and pressed up against him; he just pulled 
him closer and kissed him, seemingly with all the time in the 
world. 

WHEN Chris came back upstairs, he heard them. In the dark, 
it was hard to make out anything much, but he pieced the 


picture together. Expected. John and Andrei were having 
Sex, 


on their sides, spooning, holding, kissing, moving slowly and 
languidly. For a moment, he thought the Russian was 
getting fucked, but it was John. He paused, peering into the 
dark, had to half-imagine Andrei’s fingers entwining with 
John’s, had to imagine, from the sound of it, Andrei kissing 
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and biting John’s neck, while he slowly rocked him with his 
hips. 

How strangely tender the Russian was now, whereas all 
he’d gotten was a hard, savage ass fucking that really only 


got rid of the pressure. Nothing emotional about it. 


Compared to this, Chris had just been a hole. Fuck. He 
didn’t want to think about it but felt a sudden, hot wave of 
emotion and knew that was jealousy. Envy, maybe. John 
was his teammate. But he was jealous the other way too. He 
wanted to be touched like that. Like it meant something. He 
was turning into a wuss too. 

WHEN John came into the bedroom to get dressed the 
following morning, Chris was awake but still curled onto his 
side in the wide bed. 

“You all right?” 

“I’m fine. Just don’t feel like playing the maid today. You 

can have kitchen duty.” 

John frowned at him, but Chris turned his attention 

back to the wall, then decided to get up and work out. He 
grabbed a small towel from the bathroom. 

“He knows,” John said. 

“Knows what?” 

“He knows we were lying to him.” 

The slight emphasis on the last words wasn’t lost. “Less 


bullshit to play off, then. Works for me.” He slung the towel 


over his shoulder. “lIl be in the gym.” 
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He was well into his weightlifting routine when the 

Russian emerged. He looked better almost every day, and 
that little smile around his lips just spoke of the sex last 
night. 

Chris pushed up the weights with more anger now. 

Fuck. Talk about a plan going too well. He pumped the bar 
up and down a few more times, then pushed it backward on 
the rack, remaining there on his back with his feet on the 
ground on either side of the bench for half a minute before 
he wiped the sweat off his face. 

“Who do you work for?” Andrei asked, sitting down on 

the Swiss ball. 

“I could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you.” 

Andrei frowned. “Do you think that’s fair?” 

“Fairness has nothing to do with it.” Chris sat up, legs 

still wide. “The way | see it, Andrei, we’re what stands 


between you and death right now. Somebody attempted to 


kill you and damn near succeeded, and if we’re gone, you’re 
dead. You can’t defend yourself. You can’t even cut a deal 
with them, because they won't believe the amnesia story, 
and they just want to see you dead, anyway.” Chris wiped 
his face again. “You’re not a hostage, you’re not a prisoner, 
but right now, you’re safest with us.” 

“But why?” 

“Because we’re the good guys?” 

Andrei shook his head. “I mean why do they want me 
dead?” 

Chris stood, swung one leg over the bench. “That, dude, 

is the question we're all dying to know.” He stepped away 
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after Andrei frowned as though the trust wasn’t enough for 
him. 

Chris took a long drink from his water bottle, then 

moved over to the punching bag suspended from a stout 
ceiling beam. “You're not going to want to get too close,” 


Chris cautioned as the Russian stood behind the bag. 


Andrei pressed against the bag, steadying it with both 

his body and good arm. 

If that was the way he wanted it, then fine. 

Chris held nothing back, landing each punch with 
maximum force, taking no small delight in each grunt and 
backward motion the Russian made. He worked the anger 
out of his body, and, when he got too tired, he finished with 
a terrible kick that made the Russian release the bag. 
Chris grinned at him. “John’s lethal. His Wing Chun is 

even more impressive. But it’s not like | have to sell him to 
you. You guys are seriously into each other, right?” 

“Ah.” Andrei paused, and he very slightly tilted his head. 
“You're jealous.” 

“Careful,” Chris warned and pulled off the gloves. 

“You're teammates. You're both gay—” 

“Wrong. | do women too.” 

“—but you’re jealous.” 

“Believe it or not, but John and me never had anything 
going. Now | think all this was a fucking mistake.” 


Andrei smiled wryly. “In the truest sense of the word.” 


Chris gave him a hard look and stepped in close. “John 
Soong’s strong point in this business is the way he connects 
to people, but that cuts both ways.” He paused, stepped 
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close enough to brush against Andrei. “If you take 
advantage 


of that, you’re going to wish those other Russians had killed 
you.” 

He turned and strode toward the door but stopped dead 
when Andrei’s voice slammed him from behind. 

“Does he know you love him that much?” 

Chris spun and pointed. “Shut the fuck up.” 

Andrei shrugged and stepped onto the treadmill. “1 


Suppose he doesn’t know, since you haven’t even accepted 
it.” 


“Bastard.” Chris lunged. But strong hands grabbed the 
back of his shirt, stopping him. John tossed him down to the 
cushioned floor. They wrestled, each struggling for control 
until John got in a low blow that doubled Chris over. 


“What are you doing?” John asked. 


Chris pulled himself to his feet. “I’m wondering that 
more and more.” 

“For fuck’s sake, Chris.” John shook his head in that 
gently chiding way that Chris thought was so typically 


Chinese. Not that he had any idea what other Chinese 
people 


were like. “What’s the matter?” 

Chris glanced at the Russian, who merely watched, 
unsmiling, seeing everything. Probably even things he didn’t 
see. Fuck. How had the man found his weakness so easily? 
No wonder people wanted to see him dead. “Comrade 
Smartass here just likes stepping on my dick.” 
“Cock-blocking is more like it.” Andrei climbed off the 
treadmill. “I want to go out tonight. What about the casino?” 
“Sure. Maybe that will take some pressure off. We’ve 

been holed up here alone for quite some time now,” John 
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agreed, predictably. He’d agree to anything the Russian 


said—and wasn’t that a bad sign. 


JOHN, ever the King of Bullshit, managed to use that golden 
tongue of his for more than rimming their mark and scored 
them a decent little wad to blow at the tables. GORGON had 
already spent a mint on this operation for no return thus far, 
and letting them piss away a few thousand G’s at a Riviera 
crap shoot was damn hard to believe. 

But hell, if he was dreaming, Chris was going to dream 

big. He veered off from the John-and-Andrei love connection 
and found a spot between a leggy redhead and a busty 
blonde socialite. Both unattached, he learned as they began 
feeling him up, telling him they were just here for “a girls’ 


night out.” Whatever. Right now, all they were was 
diversion. 


This type of woman, sadly, had very little to talk about 
apart from the latest Cosmo cover story or currently 
fashionable iteration of yoga, but the Paris Hiltons of the 
world did have their uses. They still beat the crap out of the 
stick-thin Russian prostitutes with their Romanian boob 

jobs who prowled the streets of Monte Carlo. It was probably 


the location. 


He ended up in their hotel room two hours later, saw 

the ladies kiss each other, and the mood for sex just 
vanished. Normally he would have jumped at it; his regrets 
usually came in the morning and had to do with alcohol 
consumption, but right now, he was stone cold sober. He 
bailed, claiming he was going for a shower. 
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What the hell was wrong with him? He walked to the 
waterfront and stood, watching the yachts bob around in the 
marina as all the little delusions just crumpled. No, he didn’t 
want to apply for a new partner; no, he didn’t actually hate 
the Russian; and yes, God damn it all to hell, it fucking hurt 
to see the closeness between the two men. 

He’d been John’s partner for two fucking years, and all 

of a sudden a stranger waltzed in with his “awww’”-inducing 
helplessness and Soong was all over the guy. So much for 
that great love he’d had going with clingy what’s-his-name. 
Shit. This job was a bigger pain in the ass than he could 


ever have imagined. Grumbling to himself, he walked some 


more, glancing now and again at the brightly lit yachts. A 
couple guys came scrambling off one a few spaces down, 
prickling Chris’s instincts. 

He shifted his stance, to spring into action if need be, 

but the two rushed by without a second glance, their furtive 
Russian words drifting back. He couldn’t make out much, 
but the only word that mattered was “Voronin.” 

Chris pulled out his phone and called John. The little 

shit better answer the call and not be in some men’s room, 
giving Andrei a blow job. 
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Chapter 7 

JOHN answered the phone. “What’s up, Chris?” 

“Where the hell are you?” 

John refrained from retorting it was Chris who had left 

the casino. “Just waiting for the guy with the money.” 
“What guy?” 

“Andrei’s been lucky at the roulette table.” John 


chuckled. “Might be his bad luck is breaking.” 


“Uh. Depends. Just heard some Russians down in the 
marina talking about him. I’d say get the hell out of there 
and close the doors and windows. l'Il grab a taxi and call 
GORGON.” 

“Shit. That was to be expected, | guess.” John got up 

from the couch and indicated for Andrei to follow. “You 
Okay?” 

“They haven’t seen me.” Chris sounded his usual cock- 
sure self. 

JOHN ordered Andrei into the back. “Get down as far as you 
can and don’t look up no matter what.” 

“Chris—” 

“Can take care of himself. Don’t worry.” 
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Of course John worried. Still, he went on autopilot, 

driving as quickly and evasively as he could without drawing 
any undue attention. Instead of going back to the lodge, he 
took Andrei to the apartment they’d used during their 


stakeout, rented in one of the many anonymous concrete 


towers in Monte Carlo. 

He pulled the car around the side of the building and 

got Andrei inside, then went back out to park the car 
somewhere else, just in case they knew the license plate 
numbers. 

“I'LL get off at this turn,” Chris said, pulling some money 
from his pocket. 

The cab sped up. 

Chris reached for his gun. The driver hit the brakes. 

Chris’s gun hit the floor; before he could retrieve it, the 
driver’s Uzi was pointed at the center of his head. There was 
no way he’d pull an Andrei and survive a headshot. Not from 
an Uzi, not at that rate of fire, not at this distance. 

And why hadn't the bastard fired already? 

“Okay, | get it.” Chris smiled and lifted his hands. “I'll 

pull the wallet and throw it on the back seat, and then get 
Slowly out, okay?” 

The driver stopped; the front wheel scraped the 

pavement as he tried to focus on both driving and aiming. 


Fucking amateur. “Get out. Slowly,” the man said with an 


unmistakable Eastern European accent. 

“Sure.” Chris opened the car door, although he 

absolutely loathed leaving a gun behind with his fingerprints 
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all over it. He moved slowly, as if really intimidated, 


desperate to comply, and thought, Fuck, | should have 
gotten 


John to pick me up, but he could hope John had gotten 
Andrei away and was providing close security—even closer 
than before. 

The driver slid out of the car on his own side, and for a 

little while, the Uzi pointed at Chris through the car. Which 
meant he had about half a second. He exploded into action; 


one hand on the car roof, he jumped, both feet forward, 
over 


the car onto the bastard driver’s head and throat, toppled 
him while the Uzi spat fire into the taxi, probably waking up 
everybody living on the street. 

Chris punched the man hard in the throat, then the face, 


kicked the piece of shit Uzi as far away as he could, then 


dashed back around the car to pick up his gun and run like 
hell. 

“HE SHOULD have been here by now, shouldn’t he?” 

John glanced out the window of the corner bedroom, 

then ducked back, pistol at the ready. “I’m sure he’s tailing 
them to see where their headquarters is.” 

“Of course.” 

The flatness of Andrei’s tone confirmed his own bad 
feeling, but John pushed it aside. Chris always bitched him 
out for reading too much into some situations. Chris knew 
what he was doing. He always had a plan and made sure 
that plan, or another thought up on the fly, worked. John 
peered through the window on the opposite wall. 

“He mustn’t have fucked them,” Andrei said. 
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John jerked his head around. “What?” 

“Those women from the casino. Chris left with them, but 

it wasn’t long after that he called you. He probably didn’t 


fuck them.” 


“It doesn’t matter, Andrei. Not much matters right now.” 
“So you Say.” 

Did it matter? He knew Chris wasn’t the guy to turn 

down offers: women, men, pairs in whatever configuration; 
Chris had told him if he was ready to die any day, he could 


do with his nights whatever he wanted. The stresses of 
doing 


the job pretty much nonstop, of maintaining himself at such 
a high level, no doubt made sex the best way to relax. John 
preferred a workout and meditation, but he understood 
where Chris came from. He was more high-strung; a typical 
restless American. “We shouldn’t have split up like this. Not 
on the job. That was unprofessional of him.” 

Andrei sat down on the bed. “I have my suspicions why 

he did it.” 

John checked his cell. He hadn’t missed any texts or 

Calls. 

“He wants you for himself. He won’t admit it. Have you?” 
John stared. “That’s ridiculous. Besides, it would never 


work out. Those things between co-workers never do.” 


Andrei shrugged. 

Fifteen terribly slow minutes passed. John checked his 
phone again. “Okay. They might have him.” The thought hit 
him in the gut, but Chris still hadn’t arrived, and that was 
unlike him. Monaco was too small to take so much time to 


cross. “l'Il get a helicopter in and hand you over to a 
different 


team. Once you’re out of the picture, l'Il go find Chris.” 
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“How long will that take?” 

“Thirty minutes, tops.” 

“He might be dead by then.” Andrei stood. “We should 

go find him together.” 

“No. I’m not risking your life on top of his.” Losing them 
both was one of those thoughts that could freeze him. He 
had to regain the initiative. Do something. But at worst, he 
was trained to prioritize the mission. “Leave no man behind” 
was USMC, but not GORGON. 


John’s phone vibrated, catching him off guard. “Soong 


here.” He tucked his gun back into his holster while the 
contact on the other end spoke. “Yes. We will.” He paused. 
“And Chris? Gibson? All right, then.” 

Andrei had gotten up to face him. 

“A team picked up the pair looking for you. Chris hasn’t 
checked in, but there was a taxi crash. Gunshots were fired 
inside the cab. The driver was wounded, but not shot.” 
“Then where is he?” 

Asking himself the same question, John unlocked the 
bedroom door. “I’m not sure, but we’re getting you out of 
here.” 

“Where to?” 

“Anywhere. We have safe houses all over the world.” 

John touched his shoulder and pressed it, wondering whom 
he was trying to calm with the touch. “He'll show up. He 
always does.” 

The doorbell rang, and John turned immediately, 

checking through the apartment’s security system: Chris, 


breathing heavily, sweating, but seemingly unhurt. The 
other 


monitor showed he was alone. Nobody held a gun to his 
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head. John pressed the door open and listened to Chris 
running up the stairs. “He’s in one piece,” he murmured. 
Chris very nearly burst through the door, panting. 

“Fuck. Sorry. | took a detour. The place is swarming with 
Russians.” 

Andrei tensed. John touched his shoulder again. 

“Whoever recognized you is in custody.” 

“The one they work for—” 

“Not going to happen,” Chris said. He went to the 
adjacent bathroom to splash his face and gulp down a few 
handfuls of water. “Come on.” 

They hurried down the stairs and to the rear door, but a 
movement on one of the security monitors in the kitchen 
caught John’s attention. A car turned onto the road leading 
to the building, then cut its headlights. “Shit.” 

Chris looked. “Maybe they’re ours.” 


John shook his head. 


“Now | want my sniper rifle,” Chris muttered. 

They took Andrei in the middle, providing cover with 

their own bodies, but of course, that was a pitiful protection 
against bullets. John keenly remembered whatever else was 
going on, Chris was a hell of a guy to work with. “Move.” 
THEY headed out through the garden, Chris walking 
backward to shoot whatever bastard gave chase. Over the 
fences, past swimming pools, keeping their heads down as 
much as possible. Chris pondered splitting up, but there was 
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no point to that. He could only hope they’d find a hole in the 
net pulling tighter around them. 

Whoever wanted Andrei, he wanted him fiercely— 

enough that he didn’t care if his men alerted every cop in 
Monaco with all the shooting going on. Then again, when a 
Russian wanted to crack a walnut, he’d always choose a 
sledgehammer. 

Underbrush rustled a short distance behind them. 


Chris hung back, urged the others to keep going. He 


crouched and picked off the pursuer trailing them with a 
single shot to the chest. 

Sprinting after John and Andrei, he caught up to them 

as the Russian began to falter. “A little bit longer, big guy.” 
He hoped a team was at the lodge; if they could take a cut 
through the wooded area ahead, they wouldn’t be far from 
the end of the twisting access road. 

“FII flank,” he said to John, indicating for him to 

continue. John held Andrei by the arm, urging him forward, 
and Chris shook off all jealousy. They were a team, first and 
foremost. He turned away to move a little back, keeping his 
eyes on any potential attackers. 

He saw a couple men break through the undergrowth 

and followed them. Kid gloves were off. He killed them both, 
and, running out of ammo, he grabbed their weapons. 
Makarovs. Fucking Russians. 

They closed in on the road. From his vantage point 

Chris could see further down, past the bend. Headlights 
pierced the darkness. “Get down,” he called. He took aim, 


sent a hail of bullets into the tires. 


The car veered off the road, landed on its side. 
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“Keep going!” he called to John. Hanging back, he 


trotted through the brush lining the road. The attackers 
were 


climbing out, dazed, a couple bloody, but still brandishing 
weapons. He picked them all off like tin cans. 

He’d taken only a dozen steps when a shot rang out and 
grazed painfully along his thigh. He tripped, hit the ground 
hard, and almost lost the Makarovs. A shot whizzed 
overhead; a pursuer fell from the road into the bushes. 
John was there, lifting him up, Andrei too. 

“Stupid bastards. Keep going!” 

“Not without you,” John said, giving Chris’s arma 
squeeze. 

“Cripple brigade,” Chris muttered, but he was damned 
glad John took some of his weight off that leg. God, that 
fucking hurt, and his trousers were already soaked in blood. 


At least there was no arterial blood spurting out. He’d live. 


Fuck. 

He half-hobbled, half-ran with them towards the lodge, 
hearing the enemy close in, rustling the undergrowth in the 
darkness. 

“Give me that pistol,” Andrei said, and took a Makarov 
from Chris’s hand. 

“You can’t fucking shoot...!” 

“It’s not rocket science,” Andrei answered. Handling the 
pistol with more ease than he should, he squeezed off two 
shots toward a movement in the darkness. Did Russians 
have mandatory military service? No idea whether he hit 
anything, but shooting in general was a good idea; it made 
the pursuers keep their fucking heads down. 
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John shoved his spare clip into his Beretta and fired a 


couple more rounds before helping Chris scramble over 
some 


rocks and logs. The whir of a chopper broke the night, a 


blinding spotlight shining through the foliage as it neared. 


“Don't tell me,” Chris ground out. 

“It’s ours,” John said as the spotlight swept past them 

to the woods. 

A sniper’s shot exploded overhead. 

“Come on,” Chris said, giving John a shove. They 

pressed on, the chopper swinging back around and lighting 
their way to the road. “Lose the Makarov,” he told Andrei as 
they stepped toward the road. 

John holstered his weapon as they broke through to the 


road where they were greeted by three agents with flak 
vests 


and weapons drawn and cocked. 
“Thanks for the evac, guys,” Chris called out. Now he 
really felt the pain in his leg. Every step was agony. 


Adrenaline was wearing off, probably, or just the shock. 
They 


helped him into the chopper, where John immediately 
demanded the first aid kit. The other agents joined them, 
and the pilot lifted off. 

“Whew. Fuck. Playing tag with half of fucking Russia.” 


Chris grimaced. “It’s just a graze, right?” 


“Yes. Still bleeds... we'll have that stitched,” John said, 
applying a pressure bandage and covering the wound. Chris 
thought he looked cute, concerned like that. It made a huge 
difference to see John fawning over a guy needing help and 
being the guy being fawned over. The latter wasn’t so bad, 
actually. 
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Andrei wiped his face and peered out of the helicopter. 
“What now?” 

“To France. Paris. We have a facility there. Then we'll 

keep moving until we’re safe. Chris needs some medical 
attention first.” 

“Aw honey, | didn’t know you cared.” 

John grimaced. Andrei grinned. The agent closest 

looked uncomfortable. 

IN PARIS, Chris and Andrei were ushered into the medical 
complex while John was summoned to a debriefing. He still 
hadn't arrived by the time Andrei and Chris were given the 


go-ahead to leave. 


“So what now?” 

Chris shrugged, pleasantly uncaring from the recently 
administered painkiller. “You remember anything else?” 
“Maybe. Maybe not. | don't know.” 

“I guess you'll be kept on ice till you remember or until 

the docs say the memories are gone for good.” 

“And you and John?” 

Chris shrugged. “No clue, man.” 

“I think you’re making a good couple,” Andrei said 

carefully, as if he were gauging his reaction. Many things 
were easier with all those painkillers. Such as admitting shit. 
“So do you.” 

Andrei gave a crooked little smile. “Duel at dawn?” 

“ld kill you easily, and you know it.” Chris sat back. “If 
anything, that’s his decision.” 
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Andrei nodded and leaned against the wall, crossing his 
arms in front of his chest. “I'd find it hard to let him go while 


| don’t remember. Or you.” 


“You were a job, Andrei. We did what we were told to do.” 
“| don’t believe you.” 

“Fine.” Chris rubbed his face. “What a fucking mess.” 

A cute nurse Chris had hooked up with once popped 

into the lounge with some coffee and sandwiches for them. 
Chris brushed off her fretting as nicely as he could and 
looked at his watch once she finally left. 

“Where the hell is Soong? The boss must be pissed to 
keep him this long.” 

“What will it take for you to admit it?” 

Chris scowled. “What?” 

Andrei shook his head in a disappointed sort of way, 
much as a father would when he knew his son was lying. 
“You care for him beyond the job.” 

“Fuck you.” Chris took a bite of his cheese sandwich. 
“Perhaps.” 

Chris swallowed and sipped the coffee. “What the—” He 
broke off when John came through the door, looking more 
like shit than he had the day after breaking up with his ex. 
“What happened?” 


John grabbed a sandwich but didn’t actually eat. “The 

boss was thoroughly unimpressed. Monte Carlo’s swarming 
with police now... they'll have to do a lot of work to make 
that go away.” 

“And?” 
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“And we have very little to show for all the trouble and 
expenses.” 

“Well, I’m alive,” Andrei volunteered. 

“Yes, Andrei, but without your memory, you’re only a 

body to us. And keeping bodies walking is not... necessarily 
our priority.” John let his head hang. “Who the hell are those 
people?” 

“Well, time to tell me why you were sent to protect me,” 
Andrei said. “Can | finally hear the truth? Don’t | deserve it?” 
John looked tense and uneasy, and Chris thought it 

might be better if he broke the news. Andrei already disliked 
him. “It wasn’t so much that. The game was asset denial.” 


“What?” 


“You are another man’s asset, Andrei. The idea was to 
either remove you from the man’s influence—deny the 
asset—or neutralize you.” 

“Kill me.” 

“Yes.” Chris grimaced. “There were alternatives. We 
discussed a grab-and-bag or turning you, but killing you was 


the most efficient, fastest way to fulfill the objective of 
taking 


you out of the game.” 

Andrei frowned, and Chris could tell the man wasn’t 
breathing for long moments. “Did you... shoot me?” 
“No. Barely not.” Chris met the gaze full-on. “That day, 


when I was going to blow your brains out, somebody else 
did. 


We arrived at the scene while you were dying. John here 
decided to switch plans, then, and go for a grab-and-bag. 
That’s why he just got torn a new asshole from the boss. We 
don’t like last-minute decisions like that, especially if the 
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backup and infrastructure isn’t in place. We weren’t 


prepared to take you, but we improvised.” 

“But you want me dead.” Andrei’s tone was neutral, not 
accusatory. 

“Nothing personal,” Chris said, knowing how bullshit 

that sounded. “You were an objective | was ordered to 
handle.” He stared down into his cup, then looked up. “It 
probably doesn’t mean much coming from me, but I’m glad 


John insisted we save you. You don’t seem like such a bad 


” 


guy. 
Andrei nodded, then got up and stood by John. Chris 

hated the way the Russian rubbed John’s back. Hated worse 
the way John leaned into his touch. 

“So, where do we stand?” Chris asked. “With GORGON, 

| mean,” he added quickly. “Are we busted down to being 
desk jockeys?” 

“There will be a ‘review’ of the case. It would be very, 

very good if Andrei could remember. Professionally too. They 
really want to know what Andrei knows, to make the 
expenses we racked up worthwhile.” John smiled up to 


Andrei for a moment. “But we can play for time. Your leg 


gives us a couple weeks, and Andrei can get checked up by 


every specialist we can rope into this. Maybe by then, we 
find 


the key that unlocks his memory. Then all this would have 
been worth it, and we could progress with this. But right 
now, we’re a bit fucked.” 

“Yeah. ‘Results, results, results’,” Chris quoted their 
Supervisor. “But since we’re here, we could show Andrei the 
tapes and photos. They might jog his memory. You okay to 
do that, Andrei? Do some real forensic work?” 
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Andrei paused, but then nodded. “I want to know just 

as badly as you do.” 

John smiled at them both. “For now, at least, we're still 

on the company expense account, so we could rent a suite 
and get moving on ‘Operation Memory’.” 

“I can hardly wait.” 

John frowned. “Chris—” 


“| need to take a piss before we go.” 


Chris limped his way to the restroom and stood with his 
back to the door. Great, stuck even longer watching the 
lovefest between John and Andrei. Maybe he’d just go see 


the boss himself and get off this case. He’d even volunteer 
for 


desk duty, maybe someplace back in the States or in 
London. 


Yeah, he hadn’t been there in ages. 

Not since he was assigned there on a quick case and 
met up with John. 

Breathing a tired sigh, he rested his head back against 
the door. 

Someone outside gave the door a push. 

“Wait a minute!” Chris went to the urinal and took care 
of business. When he moved to the sink, John’s reflection 
stared at him from behind. 

“There must be another fucking toilet in the building,” 
Chris muttered, and he tried to get past him, but John 
moved into his way. Chris knew from experience that in 
hand-to-hand, John was his equal at the best of times, and 


now, his leg being fucked and all.... 


“What is wrong with you?” 

“John, please. I’m tired. Just leave me alone.” 

Clean Slate | Aleksandr Voinov and Barbara Sheridan 

86 

“Is it because Andrei is right?” 

“Of course,” Chris sneered. “Your sweetheart is always 
right, isn’t he? He has you around his small finger. Is he that 
good at fucking you?” 

John stared at him, then shook his head. “What the hell 

is wrong with you? Do | treat you any different? Just 
because....” 

“Because what?” Chris could almost hear it in the air 
between them. Because | love him. Sappy idiot. “You don’t 
need me for that. Just hole up with him and check photos 
and tapes and whatever. | have nothing to add.” 

“Chris, you’re my partner, my teammate, and—” 

“And that’s the fucking problem.” Chris moved forward, 
daring John to remain standing in his way. And finally John 
stepped to the side, unwilling to actually fight him. 


Chris stopped at the door and turned. “You two get a 


room. l'Il take care of myself.” 
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Chapter 8 

JOHN seemed thoughtful and withdrawn. It did feel strange 
to not have Chris with them, his constant acidic humor and 
American bluster. Andrei felt bad for the American, but that 
was a project for another day. Andrei liked to tackle large 
problems one after the other, and the biggest one was his 
memory loss. 

Bullet, not car crash. That was a one-in-a-million shot, 

and he knew it, but from where, he had no idea. The shape 
and nature of the human skull made it near impossible to 
project where a bullet would go and how much damage it 
would do and where. He could just as easily be brain dead 
now or pissing into a bag fastened to a wheel chair. Against 
that knowledge, holding a grudge against Chris seemed a 
waste of energy. He was just lucky to be alive and in 
possession of most of his critical faculties. 


And Chris had protected him. As an asset, a “job,” but 


in the end, he was alive because these two men had saved 
him and kept him alive against enemies he hadn’t even 
known were after him. The nature of his enemy was as 
mysterious as his resources. Enough to have Monte Carlo 


swarm with gunmen who didn’t give a fuck about local 
police. 


John put the box on the couch table in front of the TV. 


“I'll order some room service,” he said after he’d switched 
on 
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the TV. While on the phone, he took a DVD from the box and 
Slid it into the recorder, handing the remote to Andrei. 
Andrei settled in, a notepad on his knee, pen poised. 

The images on the screen were from security cameras. 

Men in dark suits leaving buildings, getting into cars, getting 
out of cars, heading into buildings. One of them, Andrei 
found with a little start, was him. He was wearing a severe 
dark suit and his hair nearly reached his shoulders. A 
strange look, a bit greasy, he thought. 


Photos in a restaurant in London. Goddamned London 


CCTV. They must have had excellent connections to get that 


amount of coverage on anybody. He thought he 
remembered 


the place. Nobu? Japanese? Overpriced? He noted down. 
The 


other man gave him chills. Shaved head, goatee. Andrei 
remembered the feel of a machete against his skin. He 
pressed the pause button, even though that froze the man 
on the screen. “Him. He’s... that’s him.” 

“Are you sure?” John asked, regarding the man on the 
screen with a neutral expression that seemed entirely too 
unimpressed. 

“Yes. Who is he?” 

“Yevgenij Nicolayevich Zaitsev. Corporate crime lord and 
former right-hand man of an oligarch called Fedor Liushin.” 
“The oligarch they murdered in London a few months 
ago?” 

John gave him a long look. “You remember that?” 

“Of course. It was....” Important, Andrei wanted to add, 
but he had no idea why. 


“It’s just that it wasn’t murder, but a heart attack.” 
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Andrei snorted. “Yeah right. Tell me more. Zaitsev is 
behind this? Why? What’s important about him?” 

“Zaitsev is on a number of suspected death lists for— 
don’t laugh—tax evasion.” 

“I’m not laughing.” Andrei remembered the man’s voice, 
his cold stare. Tax. That rang a bell somewhere in the mostly 
empty corridors of his mind. “Whose death lists?” 

John gave a deep sigh. “That’s not that easy to 

determine. Let’s say the Russian government has indicated 


they wouldn’t send condolences if somebody bumped him 
off. 


And there are enough corporate barons who'd be happy to 
curry favor with the Russian twin czars. Punishing this guy 
would be such a favor.” 

“Where is he now?” 

“We suspect London, at the moment. That’s where they 
all are.” John studied his face. “What did you do for him?” 


“The way he intimidated me, anything. | did absolutely 


anything he wanted.” 

John reached over and touched his shoulder, slid it up 

to his neck, a reassuring touch. “What did he do?” 

“| don’t want to talk about it.” Andrei only knew in the 
marrow in his bones nobody, not ever, had scared him so 
much. He looked away, rifled through the box, distributing 


photos on the table. High-res black and white photos of 
men, 


invariably men, in various combinations. Many of them 
looked familiar. “Who are those people?” 

“Connected in one way or other to Liushin and Zaitsev. 
His tax advisers, his lawyers, his associates, art dealers, 
henchmen. Some we're working on, but they might have 
been one-offs.” 
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“I’ve seen many of them before.” 

“Well, a few are now dead.” John pointed at four photos. 
“Heart attack, drowning, house burning, suicide.” 


“Bullshit.” 


“Well, yeah.” John smiled a little. “You must have been 
important to be number five.” 

Andrei lapsed into thought, and John remained silent, 

not wanting to disrupt any memories he might be pulling 
free. His brow creased when he didn’t quite succeed. 
“Perhaps | was more inconvenient than important.” 

“Or a combination of both, eh?” 

“Perhaps.” He gave John’s hand a squeeze, which John 
returned. 

Nothing much came to him from viewing the rest of the 
DVD, and Andrei sat back in frustration. “I’m drawing 
blanks. All | know is that | was involved in that tax matter. 
What am I? A corrupt accountant?” 

“Are you sure you want to know and not remember on 
your own? Do you trust us that far?” 

“Not ‘them’, but you, yes.” 

“You're a partner at one of the Magic Circle law firms 
based in London, with extensive experience working in the 
Moscow Office.” 


“I must be smart, then, never mind utterly ruthless. A 


hotshot lawyer. God help me.” Andrei gave a short laugh. 
“Did you at least call in sick for me?” 

“You're on a sabbatical. The current economic situation 
means there’s not quite as much work in your field as it was 
before the economy went tits-up, so taking a year off is no 
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big deal.” John pointed at the box with the photos. “What we 
do know is that you worked for the Russian mob and 


possibly a couple oligarchs who have taken certain 
‘liberties’. 


You helped your clients skirt certain legal boundaries with 
money they chose to invest outside Russia. The Russian 
government is doing anything and everything to claw back 


all tax money it can. In this case, we are still piecing 
together 


the whole picture.” 
Andrei clicked the remote to turn off the TV and gave 
the box and top documents a cursory look, but he set them 


aside to turn his attention back to John. “Why did you 


choose your career? You and Chris were sent to eliminate 
me, 


but obviously you couldn’t let nature finish the job those 
other assassins began....” 

“I didn’t choose GORGON as much as they chose me. | 

enjoy the challenge of it, the excitement of the situations we 
find ourselves in, but if | had it to do over—” 

A knock on the door and voice of a waiter announcing 

room service interrupted. 

Andrei smiled. “I am more intrigued.” 

CHRIS took a bite of his burger and waited for the light on 
the voice-activated transmitter to turn green. Yeah, it had 


been a bastard move to slip the listening device onto the 
Cart, 


but really, what else but Fate had seen to it he and John had 
gotten the same room service waiter? 

It wasn’t as if he’d planned a way to spy on his partner 

and the Russian. This way of thinking and acting was 
ingrained, as natural to him now as breathing. Besides, it 
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was the waiter’s fault. He shouldn’t have lingered or been so 
flirtatious when dropping off a burger and small carafe of 
wine. 

He was the reason Chris’s thoughts roamed to Andrei 
turning that same come-on grin to John, who'd let himself 
become too attached to the Russian. 

If the waiter hadn’t lingered, Chris wouldn’t have 

noticed the menu card with John’s room number and been 
tempted. It wasn’t as if he’d sought out John’s whereabouts. 
That he could blame on the chatty blonde desk clerk he’d 
spent a weekend with his last time in Paris. 

The rationalizing came to an abrupt end once two 

familiar voices came through Chris’s earpiece. 

Where were we? Ah. You say the organization found you? 
How so? 

It figured the Russian would lead off with a variation of 

the trite old “What’s a nice boy like you doing in a place like 
this?” line. 

| was in my last year at Oxford; experimental psychology 


was my focus. Each year at the start of the term, there had 


been one or two scattered incidents: women in the area 
attacked with no apparent connection. The first time it 
happened, I’d been passing the area while it was still being 
investigated. I’d got an impression, feelings, jumbled, fright 
mingled with cold calculation. | didn’t think much of it. But 


then it happened again with the second incident, and again 
at 


the start of the following year. | went to the police. They 


investigated me for a bit, then brushed me off entirely once 
| 


proved not to be a suspect or know any potential suspects. 
So you eventually beat the police at their own game? 
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Chris frowned and took a drink of his wine. He could 
almost see that sexy grin of Andrei’s generous mouth and 
that sparkle in his pale eyes. John would be falling hard for 
that one-two punch. Bastard. 

Not really. The first girl assaulted that last year was the 


daughter of aGORGON supervisor. He actually listened to 
me, 


and with the random impressions I'd gotten, he had his 
team 


use their considerable resources to broaden the base of 


suspects. He let me observe interviews with those new 
people. 


The moment the perpetrator walked in the room, | knew she 
was the one responsible. | was supposed to simply observe, 
but | couldn’t stop myself from asking why she advised new 
young women in her department if she so loathed women 
being successful. 

It was like springing open a floodgate. The woman went 

on a verbal rampage and ended up implicating herself in 
similar crimes in other locations. The head of GORGON’s 
London office recruited me the following day. 

Chris was about to take another bite of his burger, but 

let it fall to the plate. John had never told him that story, 
and they’d been partners for two years. He ripped the ear 
piece out, then dropped it and the receiver to the floor. He 
polished off the wine, dressed, and took himself down to the 


hotel bar to properly drown his sorrows and ignore that 


annoying little voice that kept saying, He might have told 
you 


if you’d given him the chance—if you’d shown a genuine 
interest in his life. 

It didn’t make him feel better. He didn’t even want to 

pick up any of the patrons, even though a couple attempted 
to draw his attention away from the bottle. He didn’t want 
them, and most of all, he didn’t want to blubber to them 
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about a loss if he’d never had it in the first place. That 
would 


have been just too pathetic, even in this little pity-party he 
was hosting for himself and the bottle. 

God, Chris, when did you turn that way? He’d never 
needed anybody. He was great on his own. He made 


decisions, got stuff done; he was an above-average 
operative 


in an organization full of freaks and specialists and James 
Bond wannabes. Two years, and then that Russian came 


along and messed up everything. 


The barkeeper approached him. Chris glanced up to tell 
him he was okay for the moment and didn’t want a second 
bottle yet, but the barkeeper only offered him a phone. For 
you, he mouthed. 

Chris took it. “Yeah.” 

“I have a suggestion to make. You could become a very 
rich man today.” The voice had a faint Russian accent. And 
it certainly wasn’t the voice of Andrei Voronin. 

“I’ve got enough money, thanks.” 

“A meeting could be mutually beneficial in many ways, 

Mr. Gibson.” 

God help him, he was just drunk enough and bored 
enough to be intrigued. “Let’s meet.” 

“My driver will pick you up in five minutes.” 

That gave him enough time to get his Beretta. 

THE car pulled up exactly five minutes later, and a 
uniformed driver opened the door for him. Paris at night was 
even more gorgeous: all the worn, faded bits were blanked 
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out by darkness. They drove towards the city center, the 
Eiffel tower looming, shadowing the surroundings, at once 
elegant and strangely out of proportion, with nothing around 
it rivaling it for height. Tourists were still idly wandering 
between its feet, and that was also where the driver pointed 
Chris. A meeting in public—no doubt to make him feel safe. 
A man stood there, looking toward him, just taking 

another drag from a cigarette. Bald, goatee, a short, solid 
man who looked like he could turn violent in an instant. 

“Mr. Gibson, I’m glad you could make it.” He gave a 

cursory smile. 

Chris nodded. No point bothering with the feigned 

niceties of a handshake. “Good evening, Mr....?” 
“Zaitsev will suffice.” 

It would be something obviously fake like that. 
“Let’s walk, shall we?” 

Chris did a quick scan of the immediate area as he 


turned to follow Zaitsev. One goon at three o’clock, two 
more 


at nine. All bigger and burlier than their boss and armed. 


“Let’s cut to the chase, Zaitsev. What do you want from 
me?” 


The Russian flicked his cigarette away. “I love the 
directness of you Americans.” He nodded. “Cut through the 
shit and get to business is the way | like it. You—and | mean 
‘you’ in a general way—have something | want.” Zaitsev 
smiled, seemingly aware of that cheap movie line. “Andrei 
Voronin. My side wants him back.” 

“You want him dead?” 

“Depends on whether he is still useful.” 

“He’s amnesiac. He remembers nothing.” 
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Zaitsev sized him up. “Let’s face it. The man will die. 

There are too many sides gunning for him. If he is amnesiac, 
he’ll be killed to make sure he doesn’t remember. If he isn’t, 
one side will make sure he doesn’t fall into enemy hands, 
and the other might kidnap and torture him to compliance. 


Not that that little lawyer needs more than a few slaps to 
the 


face to make him grovel....” 


“And your offer is?” 

“Hand him over to us or kill him. | will make Voronin 

vanish, like he never existed.” 

Chris offered a cold smile in reply. “You guys already 

took away my chance to do just that. | want a second shot. 
This time l'Il make sure to hit the target dead center. And 
nothing and no one will get in my way.” 

“Very good. Name your price, Mr. Gibson. I’m sure you'll 
have... expenses.” 

“Five million American. | don’t come cheap. This bank 
account.” He scribbled a number on a piece of paper and 
handed it to Zaitsev. “When my bank informs me of the 
deposit, Voronin is a dead man.” 

“I believe we have a deal, Mr. Gibson. My driver will take 
you back to your hotel.” 

“I'll get a taxi.” 

Chris had a last quick drink at the bar, then went to his 
room and changed into workout clothes. The leg wound was 
starting to ache like a bitch, but he bypassed the painkillers. 


Once he got into the zone of a good workout, the pain would 


fade and his job planning skills would kick in to override 
anything that lingered. 
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THE following day dawned cloudy and cool, a sharp contrast 
to the cheerful brightness of the hotel dining room 
overlooking a garden plaza. Andrei entered the dining room 
and retook his seat at the corner table he shared with John. 
“You were right last night when you said it wouldn’t 

Surprise you if Chris showed up. | saw him coming out of the 
elevator. If he’s headed this way, we should ask him to join 
us.” 

“I suppose we could.” John paused as the waitress set 
down the entrees. He sprinkled a bit of pepper over his 
omelet. “If he comes in, l'Il ask him.” 

Andrei studied John’s face for a little longer, then 

turned his attention to his food. He did hope the two men 
would sort out their difficulties some way, but maybe John 
simply needed more time to get his head around the new 


situation. 


And he himself wondered if those faint impressions were 
all he was going to get back from his life. He’d helped 
launder or hide taxes for a Russian corporate baron. That 
was all he got. It didn’t seem worth dying over. They’d told 
him he had no family. Nobody to miss him. There was 
nothing for him if he walked away from this. Not that he 
wanted to walk away from John. The man was his anchor; 
he kept him sane, and Andrei was more than a little in love 
with him. 

John looked up, made eye contact with Chris, and 

waved him over. Chris dropped a heavy sports bag at their 


table and pulled a chair closer. “What’s up? What’s the 
plan?” 
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“We were thinking to stroll down the street and walk to 

the Louvre today. We can just as well make the best of being 
grounded in Paris for the moment.” 

“Sounds good. When are you leaving?” 


“Twenty minutes or so.” John shrugged. “You want to 


come too?” 

“No, I’m busy with something else.” Chris looked at 

Andrei, who found that gaze too cool and professional for his 
liking. 

Chris ordered toast and coffee in a take-out cup. 

“The leg better?” Andrei asked as he ate a bit of his own 
omelet. 

“I'll live,” Chris said in that no-nonsense way of his. He 
winked at the waitress who brought his order, then buttered 
his toast and took a single bite before standing. “lIl catch 
you later.” He sipped the coffee, then flashed a wink and 


smile at John before breezing away as lightly as he’d 
arrived. 


“That turns you on,” Andrei said, suppressing a smile. 
“What?” 

“That way of his, how he’s so flippant and focused at the 
same time.” 

John cast his eyes down a moment. “He’s that way a lot, 
especially when he’s working.” 


Andrei glanced over his shoulder. “You think he’s off on 


a job?” 
John shrugged. “I suppose he might be, but with the leg, 


| doubt he’d be sent on one.” He finished his coffee, his 
brow 


creased. 
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Shit, the sports bag. Andrei turned around again, but 

Chris was out of sight already. “Why didn’t you become a 
couple?” 

“I had a long-term boyfriend, and I’m monogamous. I’m 
just a bad liar, | guess. And | didn’t want to ruin the team. 
And finally, Chris goes through men and women like they’re 
fast food. One here, one there, | just didn’t want to be a box 
he ticks.” 

“He wouldn’t. He loves you.” 

John sighed. “You just seem the more steady guy.” 

Andrei smiled and pressed his hand. “I’m glad | found 

you.” 


“That’s another thing. Chris wouldn’t say anything like 


that. He never seems to mean anything he says.” 

Andrei smirked. “Typical American, eh?” 

John laughed. “I think l'Il not answer that one.” 

They finished their meal and John signed the check, 

letting GORGON pick up the tab and leaving a nice tip for 
the smiling waitress. They stopped by the hotel shop to 
purchase an umbrella, which proved to be unnecessary 
when the sun chose to break through not ten feet from the 
hotel door. 

John paused. “We should return this.” 

“Let the company pay for it. They can afford it.” 

John laughed and nudged Andrei’s arm. “You Know, I’m 
Surprised you and Chris didn’t hit it off better. You think 
alike at times.” 

Andrei placed an arm around John for a few lingering 
moments, comfortable to be seen outside with a handsome 
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man. He didn’t even think about it much. Whatever he’d 


done before, whatever his emotional life had been like, this 


felt good and he wouldn’t hide. “Truth be told, | like Chris. | 
wish....” He paused, then gave a small smile. “What you told 
me when I woke up... | wish that had been the truth.” 

John stopped walking. “I’m sorry about that.” He 

breathed a quiet sigh. “Lying is a big part of the job, but 
sometimes, it seems unfair to treat people that way.” 

Andrei stroked his cheek. “But | owe you my life, so the 

lie is erased.” 

John leaned in to steal a kiss, then smiled and began 
walking toward their destination. By the time they’d walked 
another block, Andrei had decided this life would be 
infinitely better than the last. He couldn’t remember the 
mistakes of his past, but he felt certain some part of him did 
remember and could sense when things were changing for 
the better. Like now. His lack of close companions had been 
one choice, but now he knew better. 

He glanced over at John. Perhaps they should pass on 

the museum for at least a few hours. They could go back to 
the hotel— 


Shit. What.... 


The realization of pain hit him at last. He called out— 
John grabbed for him, caught air, and felt himself falling. 
Just like before. 

He remembered screaming, remembered fighting another 
man for control of a weapon, shooting him, remembered a 
woman ’s high-pitched shriek. 

Go to the bathroom. Stay there. Don’t come out. 
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It hadn’t saved her. He remembered the indignation: that 
they’d shot everybody, even her, and she wasn’t even 
involved. He remembered somebody touching him, there, 
crumpled behind the bed, feeling liquid run down his temple 
and pool around his head. Just flashes, images, sounds. 
Smell. The smell of blood and death. 

He stared, wide-eyed, as John knelt beside him, calling 


an ambulance, keeping both hands pressed against his 
chest. 


It hurt. He struggled to breathe, only saw John’s taut, 


worried face. 


“Help is on the way. Stay with me Andrei, please....” 
JOHN ran his fingers through his hair so roughly his scalp 
hurt. He paced the waiting room, more out of habit than 


anything. The police came; he gave his story. Reporters 
tried 


to question him; he refused comment and asked a security 
guard to have them removed. 

“Hey.” 

John spun. “I guess you’ve been dancing in the fucking 


streets.” He glanced at the waiting room clock. “It’s been 
five 


hours.” 

Chris stepped into the room, looking sincerely contrite 

as only Chris could while feeling the total opposite. “I just 
heard.” 

“I’m sure.” He turned his back, jerking away when Chris 
touched his shoulder. “Don’t you dare.” 

“Goddammit, John. I’m trying to be a friend. At least let 
me try.” 
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“Friend. God, as if you ever earned the right to say the 
word. Especially to him.” 

“How is he?” 

John balled his fists. “Dead. He’s fucking dead, Chris. 


Are you happy? It’s like that stupid film you’re so fond of, 
the 


one about death not being cheated and finding a way no 
matter what.” He sneered. “Although | wouldn’t be surprised 
if the Grim Reaper didn’t have a bit of help from you this 
time.” 

Barely resisting the urge to spit on Chris, he strode past 

and exited the hospital. 
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Chapter 9 

“PLEASE sit.” The GORGON supervisor offered him a chair, 
and Andrei sat down with a little trepidation. Behind her, the 
panorama windows displayed the whole majesty of the 
Chablais Alps and Lake Geneva at their feet. This place was 


a Sanatorium on the outside, but they’d told him most of it 


was actually run by GORGON through some shell 
corporation or other. 

The supervisor reached into the drawer of the desk and 
tossed him a French newspaper. Full coverage of a Russian 
lawyer murdered on the street, with suggested Russian mob 
connections. Some investigative journalist or other had had 
a field day finding out he’d been in a witness protection 
scheme. Andrei wondered how much of that was seeded by 
GORGON—maybe as a way to protect him. 

“You're dead, Mr. Voronin. Your former associates 

certainly believe it. You have to vanish permanently.” 
“Another ‘facelift’?” Andrei asked. 

“No, the first one we’ve given you after your ‘car crash’ 
should be sufficient.” 

Andrei touched his face, remembering the swelling and 
tenderness, but by now, all bruises were gone. “Thank you. 
I’m grateful | didn’t actually have to die.” 

The supervisor leaned forward, connecting her fingertips. 
“One reason why we are so efficient is that we trust the 
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agents on site to make decisions such as those. The 
question 


now is: where do you want to take it, Mr. Voronin?” 

“| don’t have much to offer,” Andrei said. “I was a lawyer, 
running shell companies for wide-scale tax evasion. Unless 
you need a corporate lawyer here....” 

“Our agents are all cross-trained,” she said. “So you 

would want to join us? Why?” 

Because | have nowhere else to go, seemed like such a 


pathetic reason, even if it was the truth. Andrei met her 
gaze 


as he mulled over a way to put his feelings into acceptable 
words. Feelings. It was almost funny the way emotion 
seemed to be leading him these days. He had no delusions 
he was a far cry from the man he’d once been. 

“Truthfully, | need the job, someplace to belong. | can 

offer you loyalty for all you’ve shown me. | have military 


training, due to my mandatory service | completed in 
Russia. 


After that incident in the woods in Monaco, | don’t doubt | 


could hold my own. | speak a number of languages....” He 


trailed off, then pursed his lips. “I suppose | haven’t 
anything 


much of value to you. | thank you for meeting with me.” 
He began to rise. The woman stopped him. 

“Christopher Gibson,” she said simply. 

“I don’t understand.” 

“We evaluated the situation very carefully. The team of 
John Soong and Christopher Gibson. Gibson has always had 
a rogue streak, but we value his independence.” 

“He’s impressive. Cold-blooded, but impressive.” 

“During this mission, Gibson has shown traits | haven’t 


seen before. Some real emotions, even attachment. We feel 
it 
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would make him a better-rounded person to team you up 
with him.” 

“Me?” 

“And Soong.” 


Andrei paused. What was going on in her head that she 


suggested that? Did she know everything? Had she seen 
everything? 

“You're not antagonistic about that suggestion?” she 
asked, eyebrow raised. 

“No, but, you’re aware of the... emotional side.” He’d be 
damned to admit to her or anybody the thought of both of 
them thrilled him. He did remember the sex very well, and 
there was no doubt it would happen again if they actually 
ended up being on one team. 

“Personality-wise, you are compatible,” she said coolly, 

as if firmly rebuking the thought any of this could have to do 
with sex. “Under pressure, you functioned well.” 

She stood and came around the front of the desk. She 


leaned back against it, folded her arms across her trim 
waist. 


“Ordinarily, most agencies frown upon or even forbid any 
type of emotional attachments forming amongst team 
members, but we at GORGON pride ourselves on a 
willingness to bend protocols when necessary. That isn’t to 


say we'll tolerate hearts leading our agents to act at 
purposes 


counter to the mission as a whole.” 

“|I understand.” It had been a very good thing Chris was 
more pragmatic than emotional in this instance. 

The director nodded, then stood straight. Andrei took 
that as his cue and stood. He followed the director to the 
door. 
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She extended her hand. “Welcome aboard, then. l'II let 
you decide on a permanent name to be known as. Your 
partners should be on the fourth floor. The area receptionist 
will ring their office once you arrive.” 

“Thank you.” 

“The pleasure has been mine.” 


CHRIS was cleaning his rifle when the receptionist rang 
them. 


John stood abruptly, glad he didn’t have to watch Chris 
doing his The Jackal routine anymore. He breathed deeply 
and closed his jacket, but managed to not run his hand 


through his hair before he opened the door and waved 


Andrei toward them. 

“And?” Chris asked, placing the rifle back into its case. 
“He looks a little confused, but not bad.” 

Chris’s lips quirked with amusement. 

“Thank you for killing me again,” Andrei said when he 
entered. 

“A public mess was the only way we could convince 
them.” Chris stood and offered a hand. “And | only shot the 
charge placed on your chest.” 

“Like in the movies... fake blood everywhere.” Andrei 
shook his head. “I’m just glad you didn’t shoot me in the 
head.” 

“Didn't work last time somebody tried that.” Chris 
laughed, and John was amazed Andrei joined him. 

“They offered you a job?” Chris asked. 
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Andrei nodded. “Even after | abased myself and 
practically begged for one.” 


John laughed and massaged Andrei’s shoulder. “I’m 


Sure you were very butch and professional about it all.” 
Andrei shrugged. “I tried.” 

Chris came forward to clap him on the other shoulder. 
“You're part of the team, though. Ours, right?” 

“Yes.” 

Chris pumped his fist in the air. “All right! Martin can 

be a real bastard, though. | was sure he’d make you a desk 
jockey.” 

Andrei cocked his head. “Martin? | spoke to a woman.” 

He stopped. There hadn’t been a nameplate on her desk. 
“Ah,” John said. “They took you right to the top.” 

“The dragon lady,” Chris muttered. 

John laughed. “Also Known as the only woman to ever 

tell Chris Gibson he wasn’t mature enough for her. Before 
her promotions, of course.” 

“Of course,” Andrei said, his lips curving into a grin at 

the annoyance on Chris’s face. “Shall we go celebrate? Chris 
can pick up the tab.” 

Chris snorted. “I didn’t get to keep the money.” 

“Where did it go?” 


“One of GORGON’s expense accounts. Maybe l'Il get a 
bonus at the end of the year for not demanding to be paid 


cash and stuffing my pockets before handing over the rest 
of 


the money.” Chris shrugged. “Then again, yesterday was 
payday. | guess | can afford to treat you. Both.” That cocky 
grin went right to John’s groin. 
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He loves you, Andrei had said. They’d be one team. If 
only they could make this work. That might be the best 
solution to the jealousy and the feeling that one was 
constantly on the outside. Andrei, because he hadn’t been 
part of the team, or Chris, because of what John had with 
Andrei. 

“Here’s the deal,” Chris said as he walked back toward 

his desk. He continued while quickly dissembling his rifle 
and returning the weapon to its compact case. “We buy a 
couple bottles of booze, get some restaurant take-out, then 


head back to my place.” 


“Why yours?” 
Chris gave Andrei a look that clearly said John had no 


idea how ridiculous his question had been. “Because you 
live 


in a dump compared to my condo. Besides, | bet you still 
haven't changed the locks to keep that ex of yours out the 
way I’ve been telling you to.” 

“I never did get around to that.” 

Chris smirked and threw his arm around Andrei’s 

shoulder. “I have a Jacuzzi and a shower and a king-sized 
bed. Not as grand as that lodge of yours, but | think it will fit 
the three of us.” 

John’s heart stopped for a moment when Chris turned 
Andrei’s chin toward him and kissed him, and the Russian 
responded. That was, no doubt, for his benefit, a taste of 
what was to come, but John thought that was one of the 
hottest things he’d ever seen. “Agreed?” 

“Agreed,” Andrei said, voice a little rough. 
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“Great. Another good reason to work as a trio. We'll 
always have two votes overriding one. Get your ass in gear, 
Soong.” 

IN THE elevator, Chris punched the button and skewered 
John with a long look. “When we hit Montreux, you aren’t 
going to get a hard-on as soon as we pass that Freddie 
Mercury statue, are you?” 

“I won't if you promise not to sing that damned Deep 
Purple song as soon as we cross into the city limits.” 

“Oh, I’m singing it, Johnny. In Japanese this time!” 

Andrei laughed and pulled them both into a swift hug. If 
these two couldn’t see they were meant to be ina 
relationship, he’d be sure they did. 

Andrei laughed harder when they exited on the 

building’s calm, businesslike ground floor and drew the 
attention of everyone in the area. John looked incongruous 
and ushered him and Chris outside as quickly as possible, 
where Chris led the way to his car. A Mercedes-Benz SUV. 
Well-appointed and roomy, Andrei had no trouble 


imagining the three of them doing more than simply driving 


in this one day. He climbed into the rear seat and watched 
as John pulled up the restaurant app on his iPhone. “We'll 
do dim sum from Hom’s.” 

Chris laughed and hit the CD player as he pulled out of 
the garage. “Leave it to you to gravitate there.” 

John grinned back at Andrei. “He complains now, but if 


we lick mango pudding off his cock later, he'll sing a 
different 


tune.” 
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The Deep Purple album filled the car with some absolute 


classics. “Soldier of Fortune,” “Smoke on the Water,” 
“Perfect 


Strangers”... Andrei could quite happily have finished 
listening to the collection, but it was only a short drive from 
Caux to Montreux, which sat right on the shores of Lake 
Geneva. 

They grabbed bags and bags of food from Hom’s on the 
way, then headed to a modern apartment building, all 


polished designer surfaces and manicured potted plants. 


Chris hadn’t promised too much with his condo, which 

was wide and spacious, clean, not a speck of dust or 
anything lying around. The only thing that seemed very 
much like Chris was an exercise area in one corner, with a 
heavy sandbag dangling from a chain in the ceiling, boxing 
gloves stacked on top of each other. Andrei could imagine 
Chris, chest bare, attacking the bag like it was a human 
being. 

The other two men were opening packets and little 

boxes, and Andrei joined them on the couch, tasting one of 
each, many of those flavors unknown; but he always liked 
trying new things. 

“Now, what about that mango pudding, eh?” Chris 

asked, leaning back on the couch, tilting his hips in 
invitation. 

With masterful ease, John flicked a translucent shrimp 
dumpling across the low glass table and hit Chris right in 
the crotch. Chris picked the dumpling up and popped it into 
his mouth. “If that leaves a stain, you’re picking up the tab 


for a new pair.” 


John flipped him a middle finger in reply before 
spooning some lo mein noodles onto Andrei’s plate. 
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Andrei topped their wine glasses, then gestured to the 
container to John’s left. “That’s a pork dumpling, yes?” 
“Yes. And as much as | hate to say it, the ones Chris 
can make when he’s feeling generous and benevolent are 
better.” 

Chris stood and took a bow. Andrei smiled. With the 
pressures of the job off and the truth finally laid bare 
between them all, John and Chris were finding their way 


deeper and deeper into his heart. He sipped his wine, 
feeling 


the warmth of it swim through his veins and race back to 
the 


spot where Chris was rubbing his shoulder. 

“I think this will work out for you, Andrei. | know it’s got 

to be hard as hell not Knowing so much, but we really will be 
here for you. Right?” 


“Definitely,” John said. He raised his glass in a toast to 


them all. 

Andrei took his glass and touched it to theirs, then 
regarded the red liquid that rounded off the strong flavors 
beautifully. “I’m getting the feeling | didn’t like my old life 
much. This is much better.” 

“Sometimes second chances is all it takes.” Chris’s grin 
told him Chris was perfectly aware that sentence cut several 
ways between them. 

Chris emptied his glass in a thirsty gulp and set it down. 
“I’m heading to the bedroom. If you’re not coming, I'll start 
without you.” 

John grinned and shook his head. “Not a chance.” He 

and Andrei scrambled to their feet and followed. Andrei 
stopped and turned back halfway. 
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When he made it to the bedroom, John and Chris were 
both standing naked at the foot of the low bed, locked ina 


passionate embrace. Andrei set down the covered plastic 
tub 


he’d retrieved and stripped, his cock hardening at the sight 
of the men’s heated kiss and the way they bobbed their hips 
back and forth, stroking one another to hardness. 

Picking up the bowl, Andrei popped off the lid and 


dipped his fingers into the mango pudding. He flicked out 
his 


tongue to take a lick. The texture was rich and silky, the 
flavor glorious beyond description. This would be the finest 
dessert he’d ever had. 

He knelt before his lovers, reached out, and coated each 


of their erections. They parted and peered down at him as 
he 


worked his way back and forth between them, licking them 
both clean. Chris grabbed his wrist and licked the pudding 
remnants from his fingers, sucking them in deep and slowly, 
his hot tongue swirling around, sending the pleasure 
straight to Andrei’s cock. He gasped when John knelt before 
him, the pudding in hand to lick it from him as he’d done to 
them. 

“Don’t make him come. It’s way too soon to end this 


party, Johnny,” Chris said, gently urging John’s head away 


from Andrei’s cock. 

Exhaling, John eased off and stood. He licked his lips, 

then pulled Andrei into a kiss. Andrei pressed against him 
and felt Chris behind him, erection rubbing against his ass, 
John’s against his front. By now, he knew more about 
having sex with another man, and he was glad John had 
shown him the ropes. He felt much less helpless and 
clueless now. 
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“Has John fucked you yet?” Chris asked in his ear, 

flicking his tongue across it. 

“Yeah.” 

“Did you like it?” 

“Yes.” Andrei reached behind him and pulled Chris 

closer. “Do you want to fuck me?” 

“| thought you’d never ask.” 

Sex with John had been relaxing, almost healing, 

whether by chance or design he didn’t know, but Andrei was 


certain Chris Gibson’s inner fire would make things much 


different this time. It came as a Surprise when Chris said, 


“Not that way,” when Andrei climbed onto the bed and got 
on 


his hands and knees. He moved aside to let Chris lay in the 
center, a bottle of lube in his hand. 

“You be on top. | want to watch you come.” 

Smiling, Andrei watched as John took the lube from 

Chris’s hand and coated his erection, making Chris writhe 
with the skill of his touch. John dripped a bit more onto his 
fingers. “Can | do you too?” 

Andrei shifted into a kneeling position, his knees spread 
wide to let John slide his slick fingers inside with slow 
precision, knowing just how to move for maximum effect. He 
hated the empty sensation when John withdrew but forgot 
the feeling once he saw the hungry look in Chris’s eyes and 
the blood pulsing in his cock as he waited. 

John took Chris’s cock with one hand and the other 

guided Andrei to take it slowly. Andrei trusted him and 
followed the motions, then felt Chris inside him. Taking him 


deeper, he saw the spaced-out expression on Chris’s 
features, 


a sudden softness and vulnerability that changed that face 
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entirely. The intensity was still there, but it was far more 
emotional. 

John was behind him, kneeling between Chris’s legs, 
running his hands up and down Andrei’s chest, while Chris’s 
hands were on Andrei’s thighs. “Now fuck yourself on me.” 
Chris grinned at him. “Slowly.” 

Andrei moved, groaning when he found the perfect way 

to do this, just lifting himself up with his thighs fast and 
then, very slowly, sinking down again. John steadied Chris’s 
cock, although there was no risk of it sliding fully out, and 
wrapped his free hand around Andrei’s cock, pumping him 
Slowly in time with his own movement. 

“God, that’s it,” Chris groaned, thrusting up. 

His position and tempo settled, Andrei reveled in the 
sensations building the heat within him. His arousal grew 
more when John slid around to kneel at Chris’s side to lick 


and bite his small, taut nipples. Andrei closed his eyes, 


remembering the thrill of John doing that to him. Chris 
groaned and Andrei opened his eyes, watched Chris lick the 
drops of precum from John’s cock. 

He moved faster, took Chris into his ass as deeply as 
possible, clenched his inner muscles, just to hear that lusty 
moan once more. He could feel Chris almost squirm as he 
got closer, then Chris and John shared another intense kiss, 


tongues fighting, fingers digging into hair, pulling closer, 
and 


tighter, no man giving quarter. John had a steel core and 
wouldn’t be bossed around, but that never kept Chris from 
trying. 

Chris went rigid underneath him and came, small, 

harsh thrusts riding out his pleasure, and Andrei dipped 
down to kiss him, too, then John, who looked like he needed 
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release desperately after that show. He slipped off Chris and 
stretched out next to him, pulling John close into his arms, 


kissing him, feeling Chris push a couple fingers into his hole 


and fuck him like that. “Oh, he’s nice and stretched, now, 
John,” Chris murmured. “And he hasn’t had enough yet.” 
Andrei gave a husky laugh. “Is that what you want to 
see?” 

“I love watching John’s face when he fucks a guy.” 

“Yes, Andrei?” John asked breathlessly. 

“As if | could refuse.” Andrei rolled onto his back, bent 

his knees, and spread them wide. John slid into him and 
quickly settled into a smooth rhythm that was different but 
no less satisfying than Chris. And Chris was a sight to 
behold, his gaze intent on John, his attention wrapped in 
watching the man he loved find his pleasure, his fingers 
wrapping around the base of Andrei’s cock to stroke him in 
time to John’s steady fucking. 

“Don’t hold back, baby,” Chris said. “Fuck hard. | want 

to watch you come.” 

Certain the American’s words were meant for both of 
them, Andrei sucked in his breath as the pleasure mounted 
and Chris coaxed him to a fevered pitch. He cried out as the 


climax hit with a vengeance, a spatter of glistening cum 


catching Chris in the face, the rest spurting onto his own 
belly. 

John groaned and came the moment Chris bent to lick 
the cum from Andrei’s skin. 

Pulling back at last, Chris looked across the room to the 
bureau. “We have any more of that mango shit left? I’m still 
hungry.” 
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Andrei laughed, entwined his fingers with Chris’s. 

John lunged to grab a pillow to swat Chris. “We were 
sharing a tender moment here and you had to Say that.” 
Chris snatched the pillow and tossed it back, then 
jumped out of bed, making a beeline to the last of the 
pudding. “I get hungry after sex, so sue me.” 

“I don’t think | can do that in Switzerland.” 

Andrei rose up on one elbow. “I’m a lawyer. l'Il represent 
you pro bono.” 

Chris made a theatrical show of grief, slumping over the 


bureau. “Oh, the disloyalty....” 


John gave Andrei a look, and they both leapt from the 
bed to tackle Chris, John catching the bowl of mango 
pudding before it fell to the floor. He held it up in triumph 
while Andrei straddled Chris’s waist. 

“Soong, don’t you dare.” 

“Or what?” John tipped the bowl so a dollop of the 
pudding hit Chris in the forehead. 

“You'll be sorry. Both of you.” 

“I'm terrified,” Andrei teased. “Feel me tremble.” He 
wriggled his ass. 

John laughed. “Three... two... one.” With that, he tilted 
his wrist and let the pudding splatter onto Chris’s face and 
chest. 

Chris groaned as it slid down his forehead toward his 
ear. “I hate you guys.” 

“You know you love us,” John said, bending to quickly 
lick away the mango. 
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“Both of us,” Andrei added. He moved off Chris and 


began licking the pudding from the other side of his face. 
“Yeah, well, maybe I do, but only a little,” Chris said, 
clearly struggling to keep a straight face. 
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